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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging darts of 

segregation to say, “wait.” But when you have seen vicious mobs lynch your 

mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters and brothers at whim; 

when you have seen hate-filled policemen curse, kick, and kill your black 

brothers and sisters... when you are forever a degenerating sense of 

“nobodiness’—then you will understand why we find it difficult to wait. 

—MARTIN LUTHER KING JR., Letter from a Birmingham Jail” 

White ignorance is the axis around which white Americans construct 

our political identity. . .. The white eye is socialized to see lynchings 

and racialized torture as entertainment worthy of picnics and 

postcard reproductions.— ALISON BAILEY, Strategic Ignorance 

I can't breathe. 

—GEORGE FLOYD JR. 

Everything felt different. From all outward appearances, something about 

the country had changed. While any commitment to greater racial justice in 

America requires measured optimism, the spring and early summer of 2020 

offered the most visible opportunity for change in modern American history. 

Looking back, was it a moment of fundamental change, or was it a tempo- 

rary fad that soon faded from memory? Was it a moment of honesty, cour- 

age, and moral clarity, or was it an opening for career opportunism, media 

grandstanding, and hashtag activism? Was the year 2020, a year full of pain, 



suffering, and rage, the moment when America—despite what it meant for 

individual Americans—acknowledged and confronted institutional racism 

on a national scale, or was it destined to become a political football, yet an- 

other weapon in our never-ending culture war? Though time has dampened 

the optimism shared by many in the spring of last year, it remains unques- 

tionably true that in real time, the march toward racial equality, literally and 

symbolically, felt real. 

On May 25, 2020, George Perry Floyd Jr. was killed by police officers in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota. He was forty-six years old. Accused of passing a 

counterfeit twenty-dollar bill, Floyd was confronted by several police offi- 

cers, arrested, and physically restrained. One of the officers, Derek Chauvin, 

who is white, was filmed kneeling on the back of Floyd’s neck. Several other 

officers were also present. Two of them helped Chauvin restrain Floyd, while 

another stood around nonchalantly, appearing to be unbothered by Floyd or 

the numerous bystanders pleading on his behalf. On the video, Floyd can be 

heard begging for his life, calling for his late mother, and, through fear and 

clear physical distress, forcing out the words, “I can't breathe.”' After six min- 

utes, Floyd, handcuffed and lying face down in the street, went motionless. 

After nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds, he was dead. 

Eric Garner, Tamir Rice, Walter Scott, John Crawford, Freddy Gray, Mike 

Brown, LaQuan McDonald, Philando Castile, Stephon Clark, Botham Jean, 

Breonna Taylor, and now George Floyd, together constitute but a fraction of 

the African American men, women, and children who have been killed by 

police officers in recent years. Now acommon occurrence, extrajudicial kill- 

ings of African Americans are the most extreme example of a criminal justice 

system that, from drugs to death row, disproportionately—and negatively — 

affects black communities all across the United States. Each death, contro- 

versial in its own way, engendered a public backlash: those of Brown and 

Gray caused weeks of sometimes violent protests in Ferguson, Missouri, and 

Baltimore, Maryland, respectively. Though not the only death to be captured 

on film, Floyd’s murder, virtually overnight, set off a wave of protests unlike 

anything we have seen since the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. over 

fifty years ago.* 

In the immediate aftermath of Floyd’s murder, hundreds of thousands of 

Americans marched in protest.’ From big cities to small cities, suburbs to 

farm towns, protestors took to the streets in all fifty states, the District of 

Columbia, and multiple countries abroad.° Public support for Black Lives 

Matter increased significantly among white Americans, and police practices, 

from choke holds to no-knock warrants, came under increased scrutiny.° 
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Politicians from both major parties participated in protests, and the parties 

themselves each initiated police reform packages in Congress.’ Corporations 

ranging from Microsoft to Ben and Jerry's released statements condemning 

racism and white supremacy, and professional sports leagues, including the 

NBA and the NEL, initiated difficult conversations about police brutality and 

America’s ugly history of antiblack racism.* Celebrities and professional ath- 

letes used their considerable influence to call attention to racial inequality 

and white privilege, and many of them pledged millions of dollars in dona- 

tions to black communities and black businesses.’ Books about antiracism 

soared to the top of the New York Times Best Sellers list. Netflix and Am- 

azon Prime offered free programming centered around African American 

history.'° NAscaR banned Confederate flags from all of its events, and the 

Pentagon proposed renaming any military base named after a Confederate 

general." Also, multiple memorial services to George Floyd were carried live 

on local news, cable news, and social media networks.” Having taken place 

in the span of three weeks, these and a host of other responses combined to 

make the spring of 2020 feel, in a word, different. 

A BOOK ABOUT WHITENESS 

Why start here? Why start a book about whiteness with the murder of George 

Floyd and the ensuing aftermath? Why start a book about white teachers in 

urban education with yet another deadly example of the criminalization of 

blackness? Finally, why start a book about white racial identity with a dis- 

cussion of black pain, black suffering, and national resistance? After all, this 

is not a book about African Americans or social movement activism. This 

is not a book about criminal justice or mass incarceration, and this is not a 

book about policing. So, once more, why start here? The answer is simple. 

What made the spring of last year seem so remarkable, what made it simul- 

taneously a reason for hope and a cause for concern, what made it so difficult 

to understand or envision what it meant for the future, was not marches or 

protests, not rioting or looting, not social media posts by celebrities or out- 

spoken professional athletes. What made that particular moment seem dif- 

ferent was white America. 

Though by no means universal, the response of white Americans to the 

murder of George Floyd, at the time, seemed nothing short of astonishing. 

Old and young, suburban and urban, rich, poor, and everything in between, 

they joined African Americans and other people of color on the front lines, 

standing up for racial equality and against police brutality. To be clear, going 
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all the way back to the movement to abolish slavery, some white Americans 

have been willing to fight, kill, and die in the battle against white supremacy. 

Comparatively, however, in very few moments in American history has white 

public opinion—and white public action—shifted so far and so fast in the di- 

rection of greater racial equality. Given that policing was at the center of the 

George Floyd tragedy, and given the traditional standing that police officers 

hold within the broader white community, it was all the more surprising that 

the budding movement to rethink and reform policing, at least initially, gar- 

nered so much white support. 

With the luxury of time, I can now state that our national moment of 

hope and optimism for a more just, racially egalitarian society was just that: 

a moment. Over the course of the summer and then into the fall and winter 

of 2020, the unity displayed earlier in the year dissipated, rendering the pos- 

sibility of meaningful and lasting change all but moot. Yes, the marches were 

real. The protests were widespread, they were genuinely multiracial, and, in 

real time, they were meaningful. What they were not, however, was lasting. 

They were not without resistance, they were not without violence, and, like 

so many other aspects of our society, they were not immune to broader social 

and political forces. Contextualized by a deadly pandemic and a contentious 

presidential election, over time, the multiracial marches waned and public 

support for Black Lives Matter declined. By the time a record number of 

Americans headed to the voting booth to cast their ballot in the 2020 presi- 

dential election, peaceful protests against police brutality were deliberately— 

and often inaccurately—associated with rioting, looting, and the contempo- 

raneous rise in violence in many American cities. Tellingly, the biggest de- 

cline in support for Black Lives Matter and the broader movement for racial 

justice was among white Americans.” 

So what should we make of all this? How should we process it? Beyond 

the spring of 2020, and as I detail in this book, America has been through a 

decade of racial progress and racial tumult. We have seen the election and 

reelection of an African American president, as well as the election and de- 

feat of a man who, for years, led a racist conspiracy that questioned his cit- 

izenship. We have seen a renewed call for racial reparations. We have seen 

a rise in racially motivated hate crimes. We have seen political polarization 

dovetail with racial polarization. And we have also seen the reemergence and 

rebranding of white nationalism. Perhaps most salient, or at least most ger- 

mane to this book, is that the past ten years have offered multiple concrete 

examples of a darkening country. That is, contextualizing everything—the 
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good, the bad, and the deadly—are rapid cultural and demographic changes 

that are now being felt by much of white America. 

In this book I tell a story. I tell a story about the malleability of racial iden- 

tity, as well as the durability of racial ideology. I also tell a story about local 

environments and the importance of racialized space. Boiled down to its es- 

sence, stripped of all academic jargon, I tell a story about a group of white 

teachers who work in schools where the majority of students are black. These 

teachers, most of whom are from middle-class and affluent backgrounds, 

spend their days in spaces that are racially and economically segregated and 

around people who, demographically, look nothing like them. Their training, 

including college courses on whiteness and white privilege, student teach- 

ing in inner-city schools, and professional development seminars focused 

on diversity and cultural sensitivity, did not fully prepare them for life in 

an environment where race and racial identity could not be escaped. While 

experience within these spaces did show the possibility of satiation, at no 

time could white teachers become complacent, as race—particularly the ra- 

cial disparity between teachers and students—always had to be navigated. 

This book would not have been possible without teachers. Contacted by 

a stranger asking to talk with them about whiteness, they opened up and 

shared their lives with me in illuminating ways. Our interviews—humorous, 

emotional, gut-wrenching, and heart-warming—both intrigued and chal- 

lenged me, and they form the basis for a much-needed course correction in 

the study of white racial identity. While I do not know what you think of me 

or how you will react to this book, I am grateful to each and every one of you. 

I thank you for your dedication to your profession and your commitment 

to your students. Teaching in doubly segregated, inner-city schools can be a 

difficult and thankless job, so please know that I appreciate and respect all of 

the hard work you put in as educators and as professionals. Again, thank you 

for making this project possible. 

I would also like to thank a number of people who supported me through- 

out the entirety of this process. To Lisa LaMontagne, Tristan Teater, Amy 

Lutz, Arthur Paris, Barbara Applebaum, Mario Rios Perez, Prema Kurien, 

and Marjorie DeVault, thank you for your guidance, your support, and your 

patience as this project went from idea to study to actual book. White racial 

awareness and white racial identity are not easy topics to study, and through 

it all—the frustration, the confusion, and long nights of writing—you made 

finishing this project possible by providing a welcoming and understanding 

support system. Also, to my daughters, Maliah Pearl and Viola Rose, thank 
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you for lighting up my life. The two of you are my world, and I am lucky to 

call myself your father. I only hope to make you proud. Finally, I would like 

to thank the numerous scholars of racial identity and racial inequality who 

came before me. Without your tireless scholarship, my own simply would not 

be possible. From methods to theory, from reflexivity to ethics, I put my all 

into this book; it is my sincere hope that it makes a substantive contribution 

to our national conversation on race. 
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INTRODUCTION: WHITENESS IN AMERICA 

Whiteness, as a set of cultural practices, is visible most clearly to those 

it definitively excludes and those to whom it does violence. Those who are 

securely housed within its borders usually do not examine it. 

—RUTH FRANKENBERG, White Women, Race Matters 

One of the privileges of whiteness is to be able to remain invisible, 

unnamed. As in a child’s “peek-a-boo” game, as white people we are able 

to cover our eyes to consciousness of “race.” 

—KARYN D. McKINNEY, Being White 

The study of white racial identity in the United States can greatly 

benefit from moving away from simply naming whiteness as an overlooked, 

privileged identity. MONICA McDERMOTT AND FRANK SAMSON, 

White Racial and Ethnic Identity 

MARCH 2011 

“You're so lucky youre not white.” Mrs. Wilkes, then a twenty-nine-year-old 

English teacher and colleague of mine at Capitol Heights Public School, an- 

grily walked into my classroom during our lunch break.! She was visibly up- 

set and on the verge of tears. At the time, Mrs. Wilkes and I were two of the 



few Capitol Heights staff members under the age of thirty, so in some ways 

we felt drawn to each other through the shared experience of being of the 

same generation. On this day, she was upset because she had just come from 

a meeting with the mother of one of her students, the actual student, and 

the school principal. According to Mrs. Wilkes, she was made to sit through 

twenty-five minutes of being told how racist she was and how she didn't like 

black people; how due to, at best, a racial disconnect, and at worst, racial prej- 

udice, she mistreated the student in question and unfairly stigmatized him 

because of his race. As a proud liberal who had purposely chosen to teach 

in an urban, predominantly black school, Mrs. Wilkes—who is white—was 

hurt that anyone would accuse her of being a racist, and as a teacher, she was 

outraged by the suggestion that her pedagogical practices were discrimina- 

tory against students of color. After insisting that she was raised not to see 

color, Mrs. Wilkes surprised me when she looked me straight in the eyes and 

flatly said, “I’m telling you, Mr. Bell, you're so lucky you're not white” 

These words, hanging in the air like a thick fog, left me dumbfounded. 

“Lucky,’ then and now, is not the first word that comes to mind when I think 

about life as a black man in America. For my entire life, I have recognized 

my race. As far back as childhood, I knew that I was black and I knew that it 

meant something. Although I could not always say what that something was, 

I did know that being black was relevant in some way and that it was both 

meaningful and consequential. Perhaps it was the fact that for most of my life, 

the neighborhoods I lived in and the schools I attended were overwhelmingly 

black. Perhaps it was the fact that employees, white and black alike, would 

follow me around grocery stores, apparently waiting for me to shoplift or oth- 

erwise do something illegal. Perhaps it was the fact that when I was growing 

up, black people told me that I “talked like a white boy,’ and as I got older, 

white people told me I was “articulate for a black guy.” Or perhaps it was the 

explicit racialized warnings about police officers and other authority figures— 

commonly referred to as “the talk” —that I regularly received from my parents 

throughout my teenage years. Any one of a thousand people or a thousand ex- 

periences may have helped to shape my racial identity, and at no point during 

this process of racial socialization did I think of myself as lucky. 

Although I was initially confused and taken aback, very quickly my con- 

fusion turned into curiosity. I asked Mrs. Wilkes to elaborate, and she did 

so by telling me that she and many of the other white teachers in the school 

felt that they were often mistreated and disrespected by the predominantly 

black student body, by black parents or guardians, and at times even by black 
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members of the faculty and staff. What's more, according to Mrs. Wilkes, the 

reason for this mistreatment and disrespect had nothing to do with them as 

individual teachers, but everything to do with the fact that they were white. 

That is, for many white teachers Capitol Heights was more than just a school 

with a predominantly poor, predominantly black student body; it also served 

as a physical space where being white was a disadvantage, a space where 

whiteness itself was unnecessarily and unfairly stigmatized. 

Conversely, according to Mrs. Wilkes, within this same space, being black 

was an advantage, one she regarded as a relevant factor in the overwhelm- 

ingly positive relationship I had with black students and their families. While 

she, a white teacher, experienced racial discrimination at Capitol Heights, I, 

a black teacher, enjoyed racial privilege. In her mind, simply not being white 

provided me with a leg up in building meaningful relationships with black 

students, parents, and primary caregivers. To be clear, Mrs. Wilkes was not 

making general claims about racial advantage and disadvantage in the Amer- 

ican stratification system; rather, she was specifically referencing the local en- 

vironment of Capitol Heights. Somewhat skeptical, I asked Mrs. Wilkes, who 

was now sitting across from my desk with her head down, if she sincerely 

believed that she was a victim of racial discrimination or that her job as an 

educator would be easier if she were black. After a brief pause, she snapped 

her head up and pointedly replied, “In this school, absolutely.’ 

As a white teacher at Capitol Heights, an urban school with a predomi- 

nantly black student body, Mrs. Wilkes did not see whiteness as the raceless 

norm; instead she thought of it as a stigma, the mark of the racial other. Her 

status as a racial minority was constantly on her mind: being white became 

a social reality that she could not escape. According to Mrs. Wilkes, her stu- 

dents saw her as white, her students’ families saw her as white, and even 

many of her nonwhite coworkers saw her as white, all leading to a surprising 

and somewhat disturbing development; she started to see herself as white. 

Over time, through this more local form of socialization, Mrs. Wilkes came 

to adopt a specific and situated racial identity.’ She found herself trying to 

make sense of a new and, at times, emotionally challenging racial classifica- 

tion system. She struggled with it individually; she openly discussed it with 

other white teachers; and eventually she came into my classroom and voiced 

her concern about antiwhite discrimination. For her, our school represented 

a space where whiteness was neither a meaningless demographic marker nor 

an invisible or privileged identity. Instead, for Mrs. Wilkes, as well as other 

white teachers at Capitol Heights, whiteness was interrupted. 
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LOCALIZING WHITE RACIAL IDENTITY 

What does it mean to be white? How do white Americans see (or not see) 

themselves racially, and how do they make sense of an interpersonal, institu- 

tional, and seemingly entrenched racial stratification system? These are em- 

pirical questions that legal scholars, historians, sociologists, and other social 

scientists have spent decades trying to answer.’ Among the numerous find- 

ings put forth, scholars have shown that whiteness is largely constructed as 

the raceless norm, that whiteness is a form of structural privilege, and that 

whiteness emanates from a particular standpoint, “a place from which white 

people look at ourselves, at others, and at society.’* Scholars have also shown 

that today white racial identity is socially constructed from a pantheon of Eu- 

ropean ethnic identities and that whiteness—akin to private property—has 

been granted the legal right to exclude.*° American institutions, from educa- 

tion to criminal justice, from the labor market to the law, privilege and pro- 

tect whiteness, and American culture, from discourse to ideology, and from 

styles of dress to standards of beauty, reflects and reifies the preferences of 

white people.° 

Although insightful and highly influential to the overall study of race in 

America, the literature on whiteness and white racial identity suffers from 

several limitations.’ First, even across different disciplines, theoretical mod- 

els, and research methodologies, few empirical studies focus on the racial di- 

mensions and racializing effects of physical space. Far too often, race scholars 

speak of racial categories and racial experiences in broad, spatially general- 

ized terms. For example, one of the most robust and consistent findings— 

white racial invisibility*’— presupposes a static, unchanging racial environ- 

ment. To the extent that variation in racialized experience is examined at all, 

it is typically examined along other prominent demographic classifications, 

such as class, gender, and, increasingly, age, ability, and sexual orientation.’ 

In this sense, within the existing literature, racialized experience may vary 

by class, gender, sexual orientation, and so on, but it is assumed to be lived 

within a static, racially monolithic physical space. 

In addition to overlooking the importance of physical space, scholars 

have largely failed to systematically examine the awareness and experien- 

tial nature of white racial identity after it has been made visibly meaningful 

to actual white people. Put differently, what happens to white racial identity 

once the veneer of normalcy is stripped away and its racialized dimensions 

are laid bare? How do white people in America respond to being seen, be- 

ing addressed, and, from their perspective, being treated as white? Though 
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adept at detailing the way white Americans conceptualize white racial iden- 

tity generally, scholars have been far less successful in examining how white 

Americans conceptualize white racial identity locally.° Given the inherent 

heterogeneity within any racial group, it seems theoretically flawed and em- 

pirically limiting to assume that spatial variation has no meaningful bear- 

ing on how white people experience, understand, and make sense of their 

own lives in racial terms. Even with the rise of critical whiteness studies, 

relatively little is known about the localized experiential dynamics of white 

racialization.” 

In this book I seek to address these and other limitations by explicitly 

making physical space the center of my analysis. Moving beyond the general 

question What does it mean to be white?, I ask more specifically, What does 

it mean to be white in nonwhite racialized spaces? I use in-depth interviews 

to study the daily experiences and discursive practices of white teachers who 

currently work in urban, predominantly black schools. Focusing on the “lo- 

calness of race,’ I empirically examine a subset of white Americans who have 

experienced, and continue to experience, what Charles Gallagher terms a 

momentary minority status.” As white teachers who often found themselves 

surrounded by nonwhite students, my interview respondents were able to 

speak comprehensively, if clumsily, to the significance of physical space and 

localized racial identities. 

Over the course of nineteen months, I interviewed thirty-two white teach- 

ers from the Brick City School District, a poor, inner-city, racially segregated 

district in Upstate New York. Identified and recruited through a combination 

of purposeful and snowball sampling, all teachers came from schools with 

predominantly black student populations. Although preceded by detailed 

email and telephone conversations, the face-to-face interviews afforded me 

the opportunity to examine white racial identity and the effects of socializa- 

tion on a deeper and more intimate level. In the interviews I asked teach- 

ers about their racial identities in a general or more abstract sense, as well 

as how they experienced white racial identity within predominantly black 

schools. We talked about their childhoods, their decisions to become educa- 

tors, their teacher preparatory programs, and the multitude of paths that led 

them to urban, racially segregated schools. More than anything else, though, 

we talked about race: the race of the teachers, the race of the students, and, 

indeed, the race of the schools themselves. After just a handful of interviews, 

it was clear that the complexities of white identity construction required 

considerably more empirical and theoretical scrutiny. I attempt to offer such 

scrutiny in the pages and chapters to come. 
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THE BRICK CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

In 2014, for the first time in American history, the majority of public school 

students were nonwhite.” Although non-Hispanic whites still constituted the 

single largest bloc of public school students, collectively, the percentage of 

nonwhite students surpassed that of white students. As a whole, slightly more 

than 50 percent of all public school students are now students of color." This 

new majority-minority status of public school students is not congruent with 

the racial (and gender) homogeneity of public school teachers. While a slight 

majority of all public school students are nonwhite, over 80 percent of all 

public school teachers are white.” In fact, in twenty-four states, the percent- 

age of white public school teachers exceeds 90 percent; in fourteen of those 

states, it surpasses 95 percent.’® As we move further into the twenty-first cen- 

tury, neither the trend of an increasingly nonwhite student body nor that of 

a predominantly white teaching staff shows any signs of slowing down, let 

alone reversing.” 

In tandem with the rapid resegregation of public schools, the racial dis- 

parity between teachers and students has led to a number of schools in which 

the teaching staff is predominantly white, while the student body is predom- 

inantly nonwhite.'* The demographic gap between teachers and students in 

many public schools all but ensures that a number of white teachers will 

spend a significant amount of time in nonwhite racialized spaces. While 

scholars have consistently shown that such racial disparities can often lead to 

negative outcomes for students of color, comparatively little is known about 

how this pattern affects white racial identity.’ Of particular concern in this 

book is how white teachers negotiate and navigate race and racial identity 

within physical spaces that are themselves demographically and discursively 

racialized. One such space is the Brick City School District (BcsD), the site 

of this study. 

The Brick City School District is a severely impoverished, underperform- 

ing, and hypersegregated school, primarily serving students of color. To be 

more precise, the BCsp has a student body that is over 70 percent nonwhite; 

53 percent of its students identify as African American. Also, the pattern of 

housing segregation in Upstate New York has resulted in a number of BcsD 

schools becoming predominantly black, predominantly Hispanic, or pre- 

dominantly white. For example, there are several Bcsp schools in which Af- 

rican Americans compose more than go percent of the student population. 

At other schools in the district too, the student bodies are more than 60, 70, 

and 80 percent African American. While predominantly black student bod- 
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ies are quite common, there are exactly zero BcsD schools where the major- 

ity of the faculty and staff are nonwhite. It is from these schools, schools with 

an African American student population of 60 percent or greater, that all of 

my interview respondents were selected. 

In their respective schools, as well as their individual classrooms, the 

teachers I interviewed consistently found themselves interacting with peo- 

ple who did not talk, act, or look like them. On almost a daily basis, they 

were confronted with the reality of race, and unlike in their lives outside 

work—which took place in overwhelmingly white spaces—they were not 

afforded the luxury, or privilege, to pretend otherwise. Whether addressing 

behavioral misconduct, calling parents at home, or even planning a lesson, 

white Brick City teachers came to see race as an explicit and inevitable fea- 

ture of their professional lives. Within Brick City schools, there was no am- 

biguity or vacillation, no disinclination or pretense; black students, as well 

as their parents and primary caregivers, named whiteness directly, leaving 

white teachers with little ideological space to obfuscate what quickly became 

a social fact;” white racial identity was salient, it was substantive, and it was 

also scary. 

As white teachers immersed within an explicitly racialized environment, 

the women and men I spoke to were forced to grapple with their own racial 

identity in real and meaningful ways.” For most of them, this was the first 

time in their lives that they had had to take their own racial identity seriously, 

as their daily interactions within Brick City schools made it impossible for 

them to construct it as raceless or simply “normal.” Teachers who thought of 

themselves as both believers and practitioners of colorblindness became en- 

veloped by race, and over time being white took on a more prominent mean- 

ing. Similar to Mrs. Wilkes, who began this chapter, white teachers found 

their occupational status as racial minorities to be highly significant, and 

it altered, at least temporarily, the way they experienced and made sense of 

white racial identity. As the following pages will show, this new form of racial 

socialization, engendered in part by a heightened sense of white racial aware- 

ness and a weakened sense of white racial autonomy, is connected to, and has 

important lessons for, race throughout the broader United States. 

THE INTERVIEWS: MEETING FACE TO FACE 

I completed all of my interviews during a nineteen-month period from Oc- 

tober 2014 to May 2016. While conducting fieldwork, I met with teachers in 

a variety of locations, including coffee shops, cafés, public libraries, school 
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classrooms, their homes, and, on one occasion, a public park. Interviews 

ranged from ninety minutes to over two hours. Even though I had spoken to 

each teacher on the phone before meeting them face to face, the interviews 

themselves had a surreal quality to them. In a way, despite having recruited 

these teachers specifically because of their race and occupation, I was often 

surprised by the overwhelming whiteness of teachers in public education.” It 

is one thing to read about the demographic gap between white teachers and 

nonwhite students,” but it is something else entirely to give it a name, a face, 

and a voice. Thus, interviewing white teachers about their various construc- 

tions of white racial identity, at least initially, proved to be a bit of a culture 

shock for me and, on several occasions, for the teachers as well. 

My first interview was with Leah Thompson, thirty-three, a middle school 

art teacher of nine years. Leah, a single mom, has worked at two different 

schools throughout her career, both of which had majority-black student 

populations. Leah invited me to her home on a weekday evening after she 

had put her son to bed. As I prepared for the interview, I could see that Leah 

appeared to be nervous. I double-checked to see whether she wanted to go 

through with the interview, and she reassured me that not only did she want 

to go through with it but she was also “kind of excited” to speak with me. 

When I remarked about her apparent nervousness, she explained that she 

was more excited than nervous and that she had been looking forward to 

the interview for quite some time. As I turned on my recorder and began to 

ask my first question, Leah blurted out, unsolicited, “Please don’t make me 

sound racist.” 

With these words—“Please don’t make me sound racist” —Leah voiced a 

concern that would cast a shadow over the entire data collection process. As 

ensuing chapters will show, with great specificity, teacher after teacher ex- 

pressed thoughts and feelings about black students and black families that 

can be considered, at best, racially insensitive, and at worst, blatantly racist. 

A common concern that spanned multiple interviews was the idea that, as 

white teachers speaking openly about black students, their words would not 

only be seen as racist but could also be used against them and could endan- 

ger their careers. This feeling on the part of multiple teachers caused me to 

begin each of my interviews, whether solicited or not, with an emphasis on 

confidentiality. I started every interview with an intentional effort to reassure 

interviewees that nothing they said could be traced back to them. Thus, de- 

spite a great deal of initial concern on the part of my research participants, I 

was ultimately successful in gaining their trust and conducting meaningful 

and thematically rich interviews.” 
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For the most part, the tenor and tone of my interviews followed a familiar 

pattern. First, teachers would express an excited trepidation about speaking 

openly about race, urban education, and white racial identity. Next, I would 

reassure them that the interview was 100 percent confidential and that noth- 

ing they said could be traced back to them. Then, slowly but surely, their 

comfort levels with me and the subject material would grow, causing them 

to open up about their experiences in the BcsD. Finally, the words, stories, 

and experiences would come in bunches, providing me with an in-depth and 

intimate portrait of how they socially construct whiteness in nonwhite racial- 

ized spaces. Not only did teachers go into detail about a whole range of expe- 

riences, but they also, with the help of me probing, expressed and examined 

their interpretations of those experiences. As these teachers spoke, I listened 

carefully and paid close attention to their words. I made note of their facial 

expressions, discursive patterns, and general body language, and I followed 

each interview with a detailed summary memo. In the end, this process led 

to the collection of rich, sophisticated, and illuminating interview data. 

WHITENESS, WHITE PEOPLE, AND RACIALIZED SPACE: 

A BRIEF NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY 

Throughout this book, I refer to “whiteness” and “white people” on a regular 

basis, therefore it is necessary to flesh out how they are conceptualized within 

this study. While the terms “white people” and “whiteness” are inextricably 

linked, I do not think of them as interchangeable.” At their most basic lev- 

els, one term refers to individuals, while the other refers to a system. Those 

individuals who fall under the racial classification of white are, in the eyes of 

most, deemed white people. This, in itself, is significant, because for most of 

American history—including today—being racially designated as white was, 

and is, admission into the dominant racial group. To be racially classified as 

white is to be a member of the racial majority, which in turn imbues one with 

a set of racial privileges, including the privilege of just being “normal.” 

On the other hand, whiteness is a system, one built on the historical foun- 

dation of white racial domination and maintained through institutional rac- 

ism and a racialized social system.” Systems are bigger, more expansive, 

and in many ways more consequential than individual people. For example, 

while individual white people can be racially prejudiced and even act in ra- 

cially discriminatory ways, whiteness, as a system, “is racial domination nor- 

malized”** That is, within a white-identified and white supremacist society, 

the systematic domination of people of color seems normal, as opposed to 
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being the result of unequal power relations.” As a result, institutional efforts 

to promote racial equality, such as affirmative action, are widely considered 

to be overt examples of reverse discrimination, ostensibly because they vio- 

late the ideological norms of colorblindness and meritocracy.” 

Also, as a system, whiteness represents more than a collection of white 

citizens. Looking at the historical arc of race and racial identity in the United 

States, whiteness has been the archetype of what it means to be American.” 

Many social and political battles have been fought to protect whiteness from 

outside incursions, and, like private property, whiteness has been granted the 

legal authority to exclude.** Numerous immigrant groups, including those 

who are racially classified as white today, had to effectively work toward 

whiteness, enduring vitriol and discrimination from the dominant group 

along the way.” With this in mind, whiteness should not and, indeed, cannot 

be conceptualized in the same way as blackness, brownness, and so on. As 

the normative system of racial classification, whiteness represents the default 

American and it is deeply invested in the maintenance and reproduction of 

racial inequality.** 

Finally, racialized space also needs to be deconstructed. Even though all 

space is racialized space, the very term “racialized space” can unwittingly 

reinforce whiteness as the raceless norm. If space is only racialized once it 

becomes occupied by people of color, then, by definition, whiteness, white 

people, and white space are not racialized. In order to avoid the reification of 

white racelessness, in this book I use the term “nonwhite racialized spaces” 

when describing Brick City schools and the neighborhoods that house them. 

Nonwhite racialized spaces are physical and social environments where white 

racial consciousness cannot be escaped. Within these spaces, whiteness is de- 

normalized, or interrupted, by the cultural practices and people within them, 

and even by the physical spaces themselves. Whereas segregated white neigh- 

borhoods and schools are indeed racialized spaces, they are often interpreted 

by white people as simply neighborhoods and schools, respectively. Within 

nonwhite racialized spaces, however, white visibility and white racial aware- 

ness are heightened by the physical dimensions, racial demographics, cul- 

tural mores, and interactional practices of those particular spaces. Although 

there is often a distinction between the way Americans construct white ver- 

sus nonwhite racialized space, it is important to me that I do not reinforce 

the process of white normalization. 
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PLAN FOR THE BOOK 

Before I outline the plan for the book, I think it is important for me to be 

clear about what I did, and did not, write. I did not write a book about edu- 

cation. While sites of great importance, schools, as schools, are not the pri- 

mary focus of this study. To the extent that schools are my focal point, it is 

due to their historical construction—and contemporary existence—as race- 

making spaces, including in the minds of white teachers.* Furthermore, I 

did not write a book about education policy. Institutionalized disinvestment 

in public schools, the decimation of teacher protections, high-stakes testing, 

the proliferation of charter schools, and other features of neoliberal educa- 

tion policy—though instrumental to the very existence of the Bcsp —do not 

receive extensive attention in this book.** Finally, this is not a book about in- 

equality. A lot has been and will be written about education as a site of racial 

and economic inequality, and a lot has been and will be written about the 

impact that inequality has on student outcomes.” Topics such as the achieve- 

ment gap, inequitable funding and access to technology, racialized tracking, 

and the school-to-prison pipeline, to name but a few, have been, and will re- 

main, of great interest to educational scholars.** Again, though, despite their 

importance to education specifically, and to the country as a whole, these and 

other examples of inequality are not the primary focus of this study. 

This book is about identity. More specifically, this book is about white ra- 

cial identity. My primary objective in writing this book is to demonstrate, 

empirically, that white racial identity is constructed, and often reconstructed, 

based on localized interactions.*® This book is also about socialization. So- 

cialization, not biology, is what leads so many white Americans to construct 

raceless identities for themselves," and as I will cover in great detail, local 

resocialization processes have the power to interrupt this normative con- 

struction. This book is about physical space. Space does not exist in a vac- 

uum, and it is not immune to the social, political, and discursive processes 

of racialization.** The same controlling images that have constructed Afri- 

can American women as “mammies” or “jezebels,” and African American 

men as “thugs” or “gang members,’ have also constructed “urban schools” as 

“black schools.’ One of my chief objectives in this book, then, is to examine 

the racial construction of space and the impact this process has on white ra- 

cial identity. Finally, this book is about ideology. How does local space, and 

the resocialization it engenders, affect the racial ideologies of colorblindness 

and postracialism, both of which are normative in much of white America?“* 
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That is, does a heightened racial awareness reinforce or challenge white racial 

ideology?*° These are the questions I attempt to answer in writing this book. 

Chapter 1, “White Racelessness,” begins where a great deal of the research 

literature ends, with a discussion about, and analysis of, the so-called in- 

visibility of whiteness and normalness of white racial identity. After briefly 

reviewing the literature on white racelessness, I show how, consistent with 

this literature, white teachers constructed whiteness as the invisible, raceless 

norm. As long as my questions were framed in an abstract fashion—“What 

does it mean to be white?”—teachers, with few exceptions, struggled to dis- 

cuss or describe white racial identity in a meaningful way. The data pre- 

sented in this chapter lend empirical support for the long-held belief that, 

owing to their social positioning, many white Americans do not see them- 

selves as racial beings or see their lives in racialized terms. Two thematic 

concepts, rhetorical incoherence and white deflection, are introduced and 

discussed at length. 

Chapter 2, “The Color Line and the Classroom,” highlights the concept of 

racialized space, as well as the interactive processes that help to engender ra- 

cial identities among white Brick City Teachers. Focusing on historical, polit- 

ical, and legal changes, I detail the racialization of urban schools in the public 

imagination. I also show how Brick City teachers, without exception, all con- 

ceptualized their schools as black schools. Due to a variety of factors, namely 

the physical nature of the school, the predominantly black student body, and 

the presence and consistency of explicit racialized discourse, white teachers 

distinctly thought of their respective workplaces as racialized spaces. Com- 

pounding this process was the culture that purportedly engulfed Brick City 

schools. From styles of dress and modes of talk to so-called pathological or 

oppositional behavior, black culture—as represented by black students and 

black families—all but cemented the racialization of these particular spaces. 

Chapter 3, “Becoming White Teachers,’ explores how white teachers are 

locally socialized regarding race, whiteness, and white racial identity. More 

specifically, I detail how nonwhite racialized space interrupts the normal- 

ity of whiteness. Contrary to whiteness as an invisible identity, this chapter 

shows how, within certain local environments, white teachers are resocial- 

ized to constantly see and think about what it means to be white. For these 

teachers, their sense of whiteness as the raceless norm was eroded by the ex- 

plicitly racialized dimensions of Brick City schools. From their position as 

the numerical, social, and cultural minority, white teachers in the BCSD saw 

themselves not as the raceless norm but as the racial other. Such a process is 
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incongruous with their past life experiences, as well as their current realities 

outside of work. 

Chapter 4, “The White Race Card,’ examines the specific type of racial 

identity developed by white teachers in predominantly black schools, namely 

their construction of whiteness as the marked and maligned racial other. 

This chapter uses interview data to show how the racial dimensions of Brick 

City schools caused white teachers to develop a heightened sense of racial 

victimization. Within these schools, not only did whiteness become visible; 

it also became a liability. To varying degrees, the teachers I interviewed ex- 

pressed a spatially situated racial identity, one fueled by what they considered 

antiwhite prejudice and reverse discrimination. From getting called a racist 

for punishing students to being distrusted and mistreated by black parents 

who “just can’t stand white people,’ teacher after teacher constructed white- 

ness in the BCsD as a disadvantage. In this chapter I also discuss the spatial 

construction of “black privilege.” 

In chapter 5, “Colorblind, I compare the racial discourse of white teachers 

when talking about race and racism in general with how they describe their 

personal experiences within predominantly black schools. In the former, with 

little exception, white teachers professed a strict belief in colorblindness. As 

long as they were speaking in broad or general terms, nearly every teacher in 

this study downplayed the significance of racial inequality in the contempo- 

rary United States. In the latter, again, with little exception, these same teach- 

ers were highly cognizant of race, as it was pronounced throughout their 

descriptions and depictions of being the racialized other within Brick City 

schools. In a stark departure from their general belief in colorblindness and 

postracialism, when referencing their schools, white teachers were not only 

color-conscious but also went into detail about the realness and relevance of 

racial discrimination. When I pointed this out to them, the juxtaposition led 

to a discursive negotiation in which white teachers tried to rationalize and 

make sense of their spatially contingent, ideological contradictions. 

Finally, in the conclusion, “White Identity Politics and the Coming Crisis 

of Place,’ I end the book with a discussion that goes beyond the Brick City 

School District. Specifically, I discuss what this study suggests about race, 

white racial identity, and race relations throughout society as a whole. To do 

so, I situate my findings within the larger context of a rapidly changing —and 

rapidly darkening— United States. Following the trajectory of public schools, 

America is moving closer to becoming a majority-minority country. Expe- 

rientially, this will lead to fewer and fewer predominantly white spaces, with 
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still fewer exclusively white spaces. What this means for white racial identity 

remains to be seen, but there are several indications that such demographic 

shifts, along with the economic and cultural changes that are perceived to 

accompany them, have ignited a white backlash, one that includes the rise of 

white nationalism and the election of Donald Trump as the forty-fifth presi- 

dent of the United States. Limitations and suggestions for future research are 

also discussed. 

THINKING DEEPER: RESEARCH AND REFLEXIVITY 

Whiteness interrupted is a process, one that challenges assumptions about 

white socialization and disrupts the development of normative white racial 

identities. As this book demonstrates, the institutional, ideological, and in- 

teractive processes that cast doubt on white racialization can be ruptured, 

leaving whiteness exposed and causing individual white people to experi- 

ence life as racial actors. What's more, whiteness interrupted is ongoing; it 

does not result from solitary encounters. Although they recalled individual 

experiences that could be dramatic, for most teachers it was the iterative na- 

ture of it all that, over time, shattered the illusion of white invisibility. Finally, 

whiteness interrupted is spatial. It stems from localized dimensions of space, 

not simplistic generalities or essentialist notions of distinct racial categories. 

In order to better understand this process, I had to first step outside myself, 

challenging my own constructions of whiteness and white racial identity. 

It is not lost on me that, as an African American, my speaking empiri- 

cally about the racial experiences of white Americans may come across as 

somewhat peculiar. Neither is it lost on me that, as a man, my speaking em- 

pirically about the lived experiences of women might come across as some- 

what paternalistic. Finally, as a black man, it is not lost on me that there is a 

complex and, quite frankly, tortured history between African American men 

and white women in the United States.*° No matter how conscientious and 

reflexive one claims to be, there is no surefire methodological way for re- 

searchers to completely shield their own experiences and perspectives from 

the study of race, class, gender, or any other form of identity.”” For this study, 

all of my interview respondents were white, and the vast majority of them 

were women. I, an African American man, am neither. The racial and gender 

incongruity between myself and my interview respondents was more than 

noticeable to me, and on more than one occasion it was verbally recognized 

by the interviewees themselves. This, I believe, speaks to both the salience of 

racial identity and the necessity for self-reflection and reflexivity.* 
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When I was interviewing white teachers for this project, there were times 

when their words made me cringe. Permeated with racial stereotypes at best, 

and racial vitriol at worst, many of the statements made by these teachers 

were hostile to black people and what they perceived to be black culture. For 

some, this hostility seemed to bubble just beneath the surface of their words, 

while for others, the prefixes “This might sound bad, but. ..” or “I have noth- 

ing against black people, but . . ” served as ominous precursors to a litany of 

racially insensitive, or downright racist, commentaries about black students 

and black families. As someone who has experienced overt racial discrimi- 

nation firsthand, on several occasions I found myself thinking, “This per- 

son should not be teaching black children.” The separation of my personal 

thoughts and feelings from my role as a researcher, while not always easy, 

was something I focused on and took great pains to maintain. Still, even as 

I write these words, I cannot be sure that I was completely successful in this 

endeavor. 

As my interviews proceeded, something unexpected happened. The com- 

plexities of race, racial identity, and racial discourse began to stand out in 

ways that were hard to make sense of, particularly given the antiblack sen- 

timent that was expressed earlier in my respective interviews. Many of the 

teachers who made disparaging remarks about black students and black fam- 

ilies would later speak of them with great fondness, empathy, and compas- 

sion. The same teachers who early in the interview made me cringe, later in 

the same interview made me smile with their genuine concern and encour- 

aging remarks. Though not always in the same order, or in response to the 

same questions, racial stereotypes and racial compassion could be found in 

nearly every one of my interviews. In a very real sense, the teachers who par- 

ticipated in this study seemed conflicted, and at times even confused, about 

their own feelings toward and their relationships with the black students who 

were entrusted to their care. Still, in the end, they opened up to me, choosing 

to tell their stories and share their experiences in their own words. 

In the following pages, many of the statements and opinions that you 

will read can, and likely will, come across as racist. Some cases will speak 

for themselves, as they undoubtedly reflect racist hostilities toward African 

Americans. In most cases, though, these seemingly racist statements reflect 

real people grappling with the day-to-day logistics of a difficult job, all while 

trying to make sense of a racial identity that is experientially unfamiliar to 

them. To put it differently, these words exemplify members of the dominant 

racial group desperately trying to restore and get back to what sociologist 

Margaret Hagerman refers to as “the existing racial order?” As with the 
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meeting that caused Mrs. Wilkes to burst into my classroom back at Capitol 

Heights, white teachers were often forced to confront their racial identity as 

a defense against charges of racism. Lashing out was just one of the many 

defense mechanisms they used to shield themseives against racialized stress. 

This is not to make excuses for teachers who hold on to or express racial ste- 

reotypes, and it is certainly not meant to rationalize racism, but as you read 

this book, it is important to remember—just as I had to—that context mat- 

ters. More specifically, racial context matters. 
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1. WHITE RACELESSNESS 

Central to the meaning of whiteness is a broad, collective American 

silence. The denial of white as a racial identity, the denial that whiteness 

has a history, allows the quiet, the blankness, to stand as the norm. 

—GRACE ELIZABETH HALE, Making Whiteness 

For many white people, the idea that we have racial identities is difficult to 

come to terms with. We usually see ourselves as simply people. Whiteness, 

by virtue of its status as the dominant social position, is unmarked. 

—CYNTHIA KAUFMAN, A User's Guide to White Privilege” 

The truth is that whiteness is not an illusion but a historically 

evolving identity-formation that is produced in diverse locations, 

while constantly undergoing reinterpretation and contestation. 

—LINDA MARTIN ALCOFF, The Future of Whiteness 

Silence. Amid the hustle and bustle of a crowded café, Paige Vincent, a mid- 

dle school health teacher, sat across from me in complete silence. Up to 

that point, Mrs. Vincent had been extremely talkative. She told numerous, 

if not random, stories about teaching at Medgar Evers Middle School. In 

a somewhat disjointed, nonlinear fashion, Mrs. Vincent responded to my 



initial rapport-building questions with long responses that included per- 

sonal and professional anecdotes, rants about student work ethic or the lack 

thereof, and, on numerous occasions, homages to those teachers who have 

inspired—and continue to inspire—her to become a better educator. Mrs. 

Vincent described herself as someone who “loved to talk,’ and during our 

interview, she did so with great passion and excitement. As we went back and 

forth about a number of topics, I eventually asked the question that would 

come to stump the majority of my interview respondents: What does it mean 

to be white? Almost immediately, Mrs. Vincent, who, again, was extremely 

talkative, stopped talking. For close to three minutes, we sat in silence. Fi- 

nally Mrs. Vincent, in a more muted and far less enthusiastic tone, replied, “I 

don't know how to answer that question.” 

Mrs. Vincent was not alone in struggling to articulate what it means to be 

white. In nearly all of my interviews, teachers paused, stuttered, stumbled, 

and, similar to Mrs. Vincent, went silent when trying to talk about white ra- 

cial identity. This was true of female teachers and male teachers, experienced 

teachers and new teachers, introverted teachers and extroverted teachers. 

Collectively, when it came to talking about their own racial identities, gender 

had no impact, age had no impact, and years of experience had no impact. 

Even for those teachers who were eager to share their thoughts about race 

more broadly, and African Americans in particular, the subject of whiteness 

had a muzzling effect, triggering a combination of silence and rhetorical in- 

coherence. As a general concept, white Brick City teachers simply could not 

discuss white racial identity, at least not in a cogent or coherent manner. 

In this chapter I briefly review the literature on the invisibility of white- 

ness, and I highlight the degree to which white teachers reinforced this liter- 

ature. Interview data will show that, without specifically being situated, white 

racial identity remained elusive and was very difficult to see. As a general 

concept, being white held no specific meaning and served no significant pur- 

pose beyond demographic classification. According to my respondents, they 

were not white moms or white dads, white sons or white daughters, white 

brothers or white sisters, white husbands or white wives; they were “just peo- 

ple.” For most of the teachers I interviewed, their personal sense of normal- 

ity, or white racelessness, permeated their responses, and with regard to both 

content and form, they struggled to speak about themselves in racial terms. 

Substantively, white Brick City teachers could not articulate a meaningful 

racial identity, and structurally, they could hardly speak about it in complete 

and grammatically correct sentences, period. Also, teachers often deflected 
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specific questions about white racial identity by propping up other, presum- 

ably more significant demographic identities, such as gender and, to a lesser 

degree, ethnicity. Thus, as I detail below, the concepts of rhetorical incoher- 

ence and white deflection remained constant across interviews, and together 

they demonstrate the degree to which white Brick City teachers endorse and 

exemplify white racelessness. 

WHITENESS AS THE RACELESS NORM 

Sociology has a long and distinguished history of applying the tools of social 

science to the study of race and ethnicity in America.’ Although the Amer- 

ican Sociological Society (now the American Sociological Association) was 

founded in 1905, in reality, people from numerous backgrounds have studied 

race and ethnicity going back to at least the eighteenth century.’ Ever since 

the first Department of Sociology was formally founded in 1892, sociologists 

have employed a multitude of theoretical paradigms and research methodol- 

ogies to study, analyze, and report on the realities of race and ethnicity in the 

United States. This has led to over a century of racial theorizing about the na- 

ture of races and the causes of racial inequality, including biological theories, 

cultural theories, and social structural theories.’ Unfortunately, for the over- 

whelming majority of this history, race scholars have reflected the broader 

epistemology of ignorance, treating whiteness as invisible and focusing al- 

most exclusively on the racial and ethnic other.’ 

Since its inception as an academic discipline, sociology has not only been 

complicit in the normalization of whiteness; it has been a willing and ac- 

tive participant.° In an effort to empirically analyze and better understand 

race and racial inequality, the discipline—from its scholarship to some of its 

most celebrated practitioners—trained its critical gaze on racial and ethnic 

minorities, and it shunned, if not excluded, sociologists of color.° This latter 

point is particularly unfortunate, because it was precisely these scholars who 

first took whiteness and white racial identity seriously.’ Among others, Ida B. 

Wells was writing about the legal and cultural salience of white lynch mobs 

in the 1890s, W. E. B. Du Bois was interrogating the “souls of white folk” in 

the 1920s, and Joyce Ladner was calling for the “death of White Sociology” in 

the 1970s.° While sociology, as a discipline, may have treated the study of race 

as a nonwhite affair, these and other scholars of color have been interrogating 

and writing about whiteness and white people for well over a century.’ Still, it 

wasn't until the late 1980s and early 1990s, when a number of white scholars 

White Racelessness 19 



took a sustained interest, that whiteness studies proliferated in the humanities 

and social sciences. 

In 1993, the late Ruth Frankenberg wrote what was to become one of the 

foundational readings in the field of critical whiteness studies, White Women, 

Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness. Frankenberg noted that 

““whiteness’ refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually unmarked 

and unnamed” and that “it is crucial to look at the ‘racialness’ of white ex- 

perience.” According to Frankenberg, whiteness, as a racial category, had 

been given a free pass and needed to be subjected to far more theoretical and 

empirical scrutiny.” Similarly, according to sociologist Woody Doane, the 

historical “downplaying of ‘whiteness’ has resulted in a “one-dimensional 

perspective on race relations, a sociology that by its neglect of the identity of 

the dominant white group has treated majority-minority relations as if were 

necessary to understand only one actor.” Beginning in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, there has been a concerted effort among researchers to broaden 

their critical gaze and abandon the nearly unilateral focus on nonwhites. 

For over thirty years, sociology and other disciplines have taken up the 

call to study the “racialness” of whiteness, effectively upending the study 

of racial inequality in the United States. The last three-plus decades have 

seen a proliferation of studies dedicated to the study of whiteness, both in 

America and abroad.” In addition to a bevy of scholarly books and peer- 

reviewed journal articles, novelists, clergyman, poets, and laypeople have 

also produced an impressive catalog on whiteness and white racial identity." 

Although this shift has led to a number of empirical findings, few have been 

as pronounced, or as consistent, as the social construction of whiteness as 

the raceless norm. In his award-winning book The Possessive Investment in 

Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity Politics, preeminent sociol- 

ogist George Lipsitz succinctly summarizes this line of thinking when he 

writes, “As the unmarked category against which difference is constructed, 

whiteness never has to speak its name.” 

Beyond Frankenberg, Doane, and Lipsitz, a multitude of studies have 

shown that, for many white people living in the United States, whereas non- 

whiteness embodies a certain identity or way of being, whiteness, by com- 

parison, is broadly conceptualized as regular or just normal.’ According to a 

now copious literature, though white Americans are fully aware that they are 

in fact white, being white carries little weight as a meaningful racial identity.” 

To be clear, white racelessness is less about biology and more about social- 

ization. As members of the racially dominant group, white people are often 
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socialized to view whiteness as little more than a physical characteristic, a 

demographic trait devoid of any racially or culturally specific value.’* That 

is, owing to social positioning, and despite their knowledge that they em- 

body the demographic classification of white, a broad cross-section of white 

Americans do not view whiteness as an institutional or interpersonal orga- 

nizing principle.” 

RACELESS IDENTITIES 

Consistent with much of the existing literature, white Brick City teachers 

repeatedly constructed whiteness as an invisible identity. When speaking in 

broad, abstract terms, they found it extremely difficult to articulate a coher- 

ent position on what it means to be white. In fact, whenever I asked them 

about white racial identity as a general concept, teachers almost immediately 

engaged in rhetorical incoherence. I define rhetorical incoherence as verbal 

gibberish. It is speaking in an unclear, distorted, and illogical manner. In 

almost every interview, I watched thoughtful and well-spoken teachers fall 

apart, discursively, as words became hard to find and sentences hard to form. 

To the limited extent that they made any sense at all, White Brick City teach- 

ers admitted that being white was something to which they had rarely, if ever, 

given serious thought. 

Rhetorical incoherence was only one indicator of white racelessness; the 

other was white deflection. White deflection is the intentional use of other 

identity markers to deflect or distance oneself from questions about white- 

ness. While most teachers struggled to talk about white racial identity, they 

were able to speak fluidly and thoughtfully about their gender and ethnic 

identities. Many of my female respondents were acutely attuned to the his- 

torical and contemporary significance of gender as a system of male domi- 

nation. During my time in the field, they offered a litany of stories that spoke 

powerfully to the reality of institutional patriarchy, and for the most part, 

they did so voluntarily. Relatedly, a smaller subset of teachers invoked eth- 

nicity in responses to questions about racial identity, focusing especially on 

the ethnic-based discrimination endured by their parents and grandparents. 

Contextualized by rhetorical incoherence, white deflection was a common 

strategy employed by Brick City teachers, one that allowed them to avoid 

grappling with questions about white racial identity. 

White Racelessness 21 



I Don't Know If I Ever Really Thought about It 

Well, I think that, um, hmmm, I would say, that’s a good question. 

I think that I, through my life experiences, I do realize that life might be 

laid out for me some. Uh, being a white woman, although I find, I do, uh, 

there are issues that, um, I don't know what I, I don't know. This is a tough 

question. I just want to, I want to make sure I, um, say what I want, um. 

Gosh, I don't know if I ever really thought about it. Wow, this is hard. 

ERICA MARTIN, 27 

Whenever they spoke about race in general terms, white Brick City teach- 

ers consistently conceptualized whiteness as the raceless norm. Throughout 

my fieldwork, interview respondents routinely spoke in ways that reflected a 

white racial framing of society, one that reinforced themselves individually, 

and whiteness more broadly, as normal.” With few exceptions, the teachers I 

interviewed constructed whiteness as insignificant, as invisible, and as some- 

thing that did not matter to them, or for them, in any real or meaningful way. 

For example, Allison Hall, a high school history teacher, described whiteness 

as something that held very little meaning to her. When asked to describe 

what it means to be white, Ms. Hall responded this way: 

MS. HALL: [Laughs] I don't know, I guess it doesn't, um, it hasn't really 

meant anything. I mean, what does it mean to have brown eyes or be 

left-handed, you know? It may help describe you, you know, but, um, 

physically, it doesn’t tell you, um, anything about me, it doesn’t mean 

anything. I don’t think I really, or, you know [pause], I’ve never had to 

think about it, I guess. I never really thought of myself as white, I’m 

just me [laughs]. 

For Ms. Hall, the very question “What does it mean to be white?” imme- 

diately evoked laughter.” Her response was so instantaneous that it almost 

seemed instinctive, as if it was a visceral reaction to a question that had not 

occurred to her in her forty-plus years of life. Ms. Hall did not consider being 

white as anything more than a demographic marker, something as meaning- 

less and insignificant as having brown eyes or being left-handed. In the ab- 

stract, whiteness held zero meaning for her as an organizing principle or an 

integral part of her personal identity. Yes, Ms. Hall self-identified as white, 

but it was a meaningless identification. She happened to be white just like she 

happened to have brown eyes. By openly proclaiming, “I’m just me,” Ms. Hall 
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made it clear that she did not see herself as someone whose personal identity 

was influenced or affected by racial group membership. 

For most of her life, Ms. Hall—like the majority of my interview respon- 

dents—gave little thought to what it means to be white. Although she did 

better than most, it was difficult for her to articulate a cogent position on 

whiteness and white racial identity. As a whole, because it was something 

that they, by their own admission, rarely thought about, white Brick City 

teachers consistently became verbally incoherent when asked to talk about 

what it means to be white. The very question caused most of them to speak 

in disjointed and convoluted sentences, interspersed with long pauses and 

bouts of nervous laughter. Providing support for previous research, many of 

the teachers I interviewed found it extremely difficult to speak lucidly at all.” 

They stuttered and stumbled throughout their answers, and they repeatedly 

laughed—not in a mocking or condescending way, but more in a way that 

indicated discomfort and uncertainty, particularly as they openly struggled 

to come up with intelligible responses. 

Hanna Walker, in her late fifties and enjoying her first year of retirement, 

struggled considerably when asked about white racial identity. Rhetorically, 

Mrs. Walker engaged in a combination of laughter, long pauses, and stuttering, 

while ultimately failing to articulate a clear position on what it means to be 

white. After several false starts and long pauses, Mrs. Walker eventually asked 

if we could return to this question later in the interview, while also intimating 

that she would remain preoccupied with coming up with a suitable answer. 

BELL: In your own words, thoughts, feelings, could you please tell me 

what it means for you to be white? 

MRS. WALKER: [Long pause] I don't know if] ever really thought 

about it [Jaughs]. Um [long pause], that’s a tough question. Am I the 

only one that needs a little, um, a little time to think [laughs]? [Long 

pause] I don't know. Um, I never really thought about what it’s like 

to be white because I’ve never been anything else. But I, um, I don't 

know. We'll have to come back to that one because you're going to 

make me be up half the night thinking about what it means to be 

white [/aughs]. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to stop thinking 

about it. That’s an excellent question. 

Mrs. Walker not only struggled to answer this question rhetorically but 

also began to squirm around in her seat, fidgeting and changing positions 
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as she tried to come up with a response. Her combination of rhetorical and 

somatic uneasiness led me to double-check and make sure she was 100 per- 

cent comfortable with this line of questioning. I asked if she wanted to take 

a break or move on to a different topic, but Mrs. Walker assured me that she 

was perfectly fine and ready to continue. As she would later reveal, her seem- 

ing discomfort and uneasiness resulted not from my question about white- 

ness but from her inability to answer “such a simple question.” We sat in si- 

lence for several minutes. I waited patiently while Mrs. Walker looked to the 

side and continued to ponder my question about her racial identity. Finally, 

shaking her head back and forth, she literally threw her hands in the air and 

said through laughter, “OK, I got nothing, I give up. Sorry.’ 

Other teachers—though also displaying rhetorical incoherence—hinted 

at common sociological concepts such as white privilege and intersection- 

ality, only to immediately minimize their significance, or subsequently at- 

tribute any advantages they possess to individual effort. Sophia Taylor, a 

middle school music teacher of eleven years, stumbled into an intersectional 

response after tacitly admitting to being privileged by whiteness. Seeking to 

clarify why she believed her life “might be easier,’ she shifted the focus from 

race to class, eventually introducing geography as a plausible explanation for 

the advantages she enjoyed growing up. 

BELL: In your own words, thoughts, feelings, could you please tell me 

what it means for you to be white? 

MRS. TAYLOR: Hmm, well, um, I guess growing up, um, hmm. I 

mean, just a, hmm. I’ve never really thought about that question. 

Um, I just, I guess in some ways, I’ve had, you know. Wow, I'm really 

struggling with this question. Well, let me back up. I think that being 

white, um, for me, um, maybe things are a little easier for me. I mean, 

I really can't say, but, you know, to be white, sometimes, I think some- 

times we might have it easier. I mean, not all white people have it eas- 

ier, my family has money, you know, so that definitely made things a 

little easier, plus it’s not as bad as it used to be, but, uh, I, I don’t know 

what I’m saying. I had it easier growing up, but I’m not sure that race 

or being white, um, maybe that wasn't really the reason. I mean we 

had other people, there was a black family on my block, you know. So, 

maybe it was the neighborhood. Oh my god, I must sound like a mo- 

ron right now [laughs]. 

BELL: Did you grow up in a diverse neighborhood? 
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MRS. TAYLOR: No, not really. I think that one black family was the 

only one in the neighborhood [laughs]. Um, but their kids had a pretty 

good life too, you know. They went to the same schools I did, they 

drove nice cars and wore name-brand clothes. Everything was easy for 

them just like it was for me, you know. That's why I brought them up. 

Even though she did so in a somewhat clumsy manner, Mrs. Taylor put 

forth an intersectional explanation of advantage and disadvantage.”’ While her 

initial response hinted at white privilege— “maybe things are a little easier” — 

she used the presence of one black family in her affluent neighborhood to 

pivot to more of a class-based explanation of privilege. Curiously, though, 

Mrs. Taylor's long and convoluted answer was in direct response to a ques- 

tion about what it means to be white. That is, even though an intersectional 

approach to studying identity and inequality is warranted, Mrs. Taylor was 

not trying to be thorough or comprehensive in her response. She was not of- 

fering an analysis of compounding inequalities or the erasure of women of 

color; rather, she was attempting to find a nonracial explanation for why her 

life was “a little easier.” Also of note, the structure of Mrs. Taylor’s response 

was disjointed and extremely difficult to follow. She, like most of my other 

interviewees, became rhetorically incoherent when trying to explain white 

racial identity. 

For white Brick City teachers, their display of white racelessness and rhe- 

torical incoherence was no coincidence. As I mentioned previously, rather 

than some biodeterministic by-product of white skin, white racelessness typ- 

ically results from a different and unique form of racial socialization. To be 

clear, by the term “racial socialization,” I do not mean to imply that white 

children or those from any other race are mere passive recipients of adult 

messaging or existing ideology. As numerous scholars have argued convinc- 

ingly, children are active participants in their own socialization.“ They are 

not pieces of clay to be molded by the adults in their life; they think, they 

feel, they act and react. With this in mind, white kids are instrumental to the 

social construction of whiteness as the raceless norm.” For my interview re- 

spondents, this construction was so internalized that describing their own 

racial identities became a difficult, if not impossible, task. All told, the pri- 

mary reason that white teachers struggled to recognize and talk about white- 

ness is that they were socialized not to. Cynthia Jarvis, a twenty-four-year-old 

health teacher, illustrates this process below. 

MS. JARVIS: We barely talked about race in my house, and we cer- 

tainly never talked about whiteness or being white or whatever. How 

White Racelessness 25 



would, um, what would that even sound like? How would that even 

come up? We didn't look at ourselves as white or anything like that, 

nobody cared, you know. We just saw people, race didn't matter. 

BELL: Were there any black families or other people of color in your 

neighborhood? 

MS. JARVIS: Um, no, not really. There was an immigrant family once, 

but they didn't stay for very long [laughs]. 

BELL: What about school? Were there many, or any, students of color 

that attended your school? 

MS. JARVIS: [Pause] No, it was, um, I would say it was pretty normal. 

BELL: Normal? Do you mean white? 

MS. JARVIS: [Laughs] Yeah, there was no, um, my school was pretty 

white, yeah. That's what I mean. That, that, um, I don’t mean that like 

we were racist or anything, it probably sounds bad, but we were just 

normal people. It’s not like we said, “No blacks allowed” or anything 

like that, we just didn’t, um, everybody was white. That probably 

sounds terrible [/aughs]. 

BELL: When you say everybody, does that include your friends too? 

MRS. JARVIS: Yeah. I didn't have any black friends [/aughs]. How 

could I? There were no black people around. I mean, again, I don't 

want to make it seem like we did that on purpose or anything. We 

never said like, oh, “We don't want black girls hanging around us.” 

We were just normal kids, we didn’t care about race at all. 

In this exchange, Ms. Jarvis indicated that her family, her friends, and her 

school—three primary agents of socialization—all participated in the nor- 

malization of whiteness and contributed to her development of an invisible 

racial identity. For most of her life, whiteness never came up. It did not come 

up in her home, it did not come up in her school, and it did not come up with 

her friends. Also revealing was that even though she lived in an all-white 

neighborhood, went to an all-white school, and had only white friends, Ms. 

Jarvis believed her childhood to be a raceless one, evidenced by her repeated 

use of the word “normal” when describing white spaces and white people. 

Thus, in large part due to the way she was socialized, Ms. Jarvis treated race 

as something that belonged only to nonwhites. Without the presence of Af- 
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rican Americans or other people of color, race did not exist. Everything and 

everyone was just “normal.” 

Richard Marsh, fifty-four and a highly experienced urban school teacher, 

also demonstrated the centrality of socialization to the development of 

raceless identities. For him, the very idea of sustained and/or meaningful 

conversations about “being white” was so foreign that he found this line of 

questioning “ridiculous.” When I asked him if he had, at any point in his 

childhood, discussed what it meant to be white, Mr. Marsh responded with 

incredulity and, unlike the majority of my other interview respondents, a bit 

of hostility. 

BELL: Growing up, did you ever engage in any conversations about 

what it meant to be white? 

MR. MARSH: Huh? I dont know if I understand, you're asking me if I 

ever talked about being white, like, as a kid? 

BELL: Yes. Throughout your childhood, including adolescence, did 

anyone in your family or anyone that you were close to ever bring up 

the subject of whiteness with you? Or did you ever bring it up with 

them? Did you ever have any questions about your racial identity? 

MR. MARSH: No. That’s ridiculous. 

BELL: Why do you say that? 

MR. MARSH: Because it’s a ridiculous question. Why would I ask 

anybody about being white? I know I’m white, I’ve always been white. 

But, um, I don't think, or, um, I don’t see why that matters, or let me 

just say it never mattered to me. 

BELL: Did it matter to anyone in your family? 

MR. MARSH: Of course not. I don't know what you're implying here, 

but I honestly don’t understand what youre trying to get at. I mean, I, 

look, I’m fifty-four years old. I was born in the sixties, you know. And, 

um, by the time I was, you know, old enough to know anything, the 

civil rights movement, all that was, um, I, it was done and over with. 

So, um, I think, as, I just think as a country, um, I think, we white 

people we're not the same as before, you know. We're in a much more 

tolerant, a much, much better place, you know. So we didn't need to 

talk about it. I think it would’ve been unnecessary to say the least. 
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In more ways than one, Mr. Marsh reinforced the importance of racial 

socialization, particularly white racial socialization in the post-civil rights 

era.” Initially taken aback, Mr. Marsh could not understand why I would 

ask a question about whiteness in reference to his childhood, even going as 

far as to call the question ridiculous. In addition to dismissing my question 

verbally, he also appeared to take issue with it physically, repeatedly frown- 

ing and rolling his eyes throughout the exchange. The actual substance of his 

response was also revealing. Mr. Marsh, like other white Brick City teachers, 

never talked about his own racial identity as a child. As he explained, given 

his birth cohort—and its temporal proximity to the civil rights movement— 

Mr. Marsh did not see the need for him or anyone in his family to broach 

the subject of being white. To do so not only was unnecessary but also would 

have reflected poorly on the racial attitudes of white people, possibly indi- 

cating that they harbored a pre-civil rights mindset. With this construction 

in mind, Mr. Marsh explicitly equated the recognition of race with racism, 

leading him to avoid the subject, both as a child and as an adult. Still, despite 

these noble intentions, Mr. Marsh was socialized to believe that racial iden- 

tity did not belong to him, all but ensuring he would become a producer and 

practitioner of white racelessness.” 

White racelessness and rhetorical incoherence were commonplace through- 

out my time in the field. In both content and form, the empirical claim that 

white Americans fail to see or recognize whiteness came to life as, across in- 

terviews, white Brick City teachers repeatedly described whiteness as normal 

or otherwise invisible. This pattern held true for the majority of respondents, 

even after I rephrased and varied how I framed the question. As long as I 

asked about white racial identity generally, it remained invisible and teach- 

ers found it difficult to discuss. When interview respondents did speak about 

meaningful identities, the identities in question had little to do with white- 

ness as whiteness. That is, white Brick City teachers discussed their gender 

and ethnic identities frequently, and they did so in a much more lucid and 

coherent manner. Thus, white deflection—the tendency to pivot to other, 

seemingly more meaningful identities in response to questions about being 

white—accompanied rhetorical incoherence throughout the interview pro- 

cess. Next I explore this concept in greater detail. 
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I Have Thought about Being a Woman. Like a Lot. 

I really can't tell you. That's something I’ve never thought about, really. I 

don't think I know a single white person who could give you a clear answer 

to that question. It's funny, though, I have thought about being a woman. 

Like a lot. I always wonder how people see me. Do they see me as Melanie 

or do they see me as some random woman? That’s something I’ve thought 

about pretty much my entire life. —-MELANIE SCOTT, 49 

Although white Brick City teachers struggled to discuss their racial identity, 

they spoke forcefully about other aspects of their lives and personal sense of 

self. Though not always in response to the same question, and certainly not 

to the same degree, gender and ethnicity were routinely cited in response 

to inquiries about whiteness. After struggling to make sense of white racial 

identity, teachers would shift the discussion to personal identities that were 

more visible to them. Given that the majority of my research participants 

were women, gender was by far the most frequent nonracial form of identity 

invoked by white Brick City teachers. Of all of my interviews with female 

participants, twenty-five in total, only five did not volunteer their thoughts 

about being a woman. Thus, for much of my fieldwork, gender was front and 

center, and although teachers also volunteered their thoughts about ethnic- 

ity, it was the historical and contemporary reality of sexism, misogyny, and 

patriarchy that was used most frequently to deflect questions about white- 

ness and white racial identity. 

White deflection became apparent early on in the data collection process. 

Spanning from one of my first interviews to my last, white Brick City teach- 

ers deflected questions about white racial identity with detailed, and some- 

times emotional, stories about gender and ethnicity. For example, Carrie 

Weaver, a middle school teacher, struggled when trying to talk about white 

racial identity but spoke clearly and openly about gender and how much it 

has impacted her life. When asked what it meant to be white, Mrs. Weaver 

immediately pivoted to gender, providing me with numerous thoughts and 

examples about what it means to be a woman. 

MRS. WEAVER: Um, I don't know. I honestly never think, I don't re- 

ally think of myself in terms of race, of being white, you know. I think 

of myself as more of a woman. Being a woman is something I think 

about all the time. Even as a teacher, you know, I’m expected, women 

are expected to be teachers, but if you look at who the principals and 

White Racelessness 29 



vice principals are, they're mostly men. I, um, I just don’t see that as a 

coincidence. 

BELL: Why do you think about gender and what that means to you, 

but not about race? 

MRS. WEAVER: Um, hmmm [pause], I don't know, really. I just think 

of myself first and foremost as a woman. It’s right there, you know. 

I think when people see me, they see a woman. When I look in the 

mirror, I see a woman. And as a woman, I’m certainly treated differ- 

ently—I mean, not always, but there are times when I'm treated un- 

fairly because I’m a woman. So it’s definitely something I think about. 

Something I think about a lot. Being a woman is very important to me. 

BELL: Do you consider being white as something that’s very import- 

ant to you? 

MRS. WEAVER: Again, I just, I’m a woman. I don't really think of my- 

self in terms of being white. I just never have [laughs]. I mean, I guess 

technically I’m a white woman, technically. But still, I think in reality, 

you know, at least for me, being a woman and dealing with all that be- 

ing a woman entails, you know, being a working mom, um, is what I 

find to be most important. 

Mrs. Weaver's response was emblematic of how gender was introduced 

into the interview process. Teachers, specifically female teachers, not only 

were keenly aware of gender as an identifying and institutional force but also 

stood ready to invoke it in direct response to my questions about white ra- 

cial identity. In almost every instance where gendered experiences were vol- 

unteered, it followed a familiar pattern. After specific questions about white 

racial identity, teachers first would struggle to form and articulate a lucid 

answer. Then, very quickly, they would pivot to gender, an identity that they 

found more salient to their day-to-day experiences. Finally, after I would at- 

tempt to steer the conversation back to race, teachers would reiterate that 

they had not given much thought to what it means to be white but they had 

given considerable thought to what it means to be a woman. 

Melanie Scott, a forty-nine-year-old high school science teacher, typified 

this process. A self-proclaimed “proud feminist bitch,’ Mrs. Scott— going 

all the way back to her time as a middle school student—offered a variety 

of personal stories about how gender has affected her life, both positively 

and negatively. Very attuned to various discriminatory processes, such as the 
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gender pay gap and institutionalized rape culture, Mrs. Scott spoke of wide- 

spread and systematic patriarchy with incredible ease. Whenever I attempted 

to steer the conversation back to white racial identity, however, her rhetorical 

fluency and overall command of the facts diminished significantly. 

MRS. SCOTT: Look, I’m a woman first, a woman second, and every- 

thing else third [Jaughs]. When it comes to being white or whatever, 

I, um, I just don't even think about it. It doesn’t really mean anything. 

I guess, um, I think that, being a woman, it’s, being white, I don't 

know about being white. But, I know I sound crazy, but stay with me. 

You want to talk about inequality, well, let me tell you about being a 

woman. As a man, I dont think you'll be able to understand this. I’ve 

been fighting against patriarchal bullshit since I was eleven years old, 

OK. I got sick of people telling me that my future consisted of find- 

ing a husband and having kids. So I spoke out. I spoke out. At home, 

at school, wherever. If I thought people were treating me differently 

because I was a woman, I would let them know about it. I was this 

way as a kid, I was this way in college, I was this way in my first mar- 

riage, I’m this way in my current marriage, and I’m still this way as a 

middle-aged adult. I've been a proud feminist bitch for a long time, 

and if people have a problem with it, that’s on them, not me. 

BELL: You say youre a woman first and a woman second, but do you 

think your experiences as a white woman are different from those of 

women of color? 

MRS. scoTT: I, hmm [pause]. That's an interesting question. I think 

as women, I mean, I think as a whole, women dont get a fair shake. 

We never really have. When I think about how hard it is as a teacher, 

you know, a so-called woman's job, I just get so upset because people 

have no idea how hard it is, you know. So, I don't know, I just think 

when people talk about things like racism or whatever, they should 

keep in mind that women are still women, and we're always fighting 

an uphill battle. 

BELL: Just to be clear, in terms of lived experiences, do you feel like 

your experiences as a white woman are identical to those of women of 

color? 

MRS. scott: I honestly can't answer that question. I think, um, I 

have no reason to believe my experiences are dramatically different 

White Racelessness 31 



from say a black woman or an Asian woman. Maybe women from old 

money [laughs]. Even then, it’s, um, I mean were still women, right? 

At some point, it will catch up to you, no matter what race you are. 

Mrs. Scott’s experiences with institutional and interpersonal patriarchy, 

in part, have led to a heightened awareness of gender norms, gender politics, 

and gender discrimination. Although conceptually and empirically valid, 

Mrs. Scott's devotion to discussing gender and gender discrimination, par- 

ticularly in response to my questions about whiteness, was a distancing strat- 

egy, one used by numerous teachers to compensate for their inability to talk 

about white racial identity.” Still, despite their attentiveness to the intricacies 

of gender, not one teacher who spoke openly—and accurately —about insti- 

tutional patriarchy took racial variation among women into account. That 

is, intersectionality, or the “focus on inclusion of the experiences of multiply- 

marginalized persons and groups,’ was not something that white Brick City 

teachers took seriously, even as they spoke eloquently about the day-to-day 

reality of gender discrimination.” 

Historically, the whitewashing of womanhood has been all too common, 

not just in terms of lived experiences but also in the areas of research and 

scholarship, popular culture, and social movement activism.*° Beginning in 

the 1980s, a cadre of scholars, mostly women of color, introduced and devel- 

oped the concept of intersectionality, providing a powerful analytical frame- 

work for the study of identity and inequality." Among other things, these 

scholars pointed out that (1) women have been erased from social movements 

focused on race, (2) black women have been erased from social movements 

focused on gender, and (3) women of color were uniquely susceptible to sym- 

bolic, political, and physical forms of violence.** Debated and expanded 

over multiple decades, intersectionality has been applied in a multitude of 

ways, accounting for both interactional and institutional processes.” For the 

purposes of this study, I use intersectionality to highlight the socially con- 

structed nature of race and gender, as well as the very real effects they have 

on lived experiences and life outcomes. 

In their article “Practicing Intersectionality in Sociological Research: A 

Critical Analysis of Inclusions, Interactions, and Institutions in the Study of 

Inequalities,’ sociologists Hae Yeon Choo and Myra Marx Ferree offer a com- 

prehensive review of the adaptations and applications of intersectionality.* 

They write, “Social constructionist understandings of intersectionality . . . 

highlight dynamic forces more than categories—racialization rather than 

races, economic exploitation rather than classes, gendering and gender expe- 
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riences rather than gender—and recognize the distinctiveness of how power 

operates across particular institutional fields.’ This formulation of inter- 

sectionality is instructive, specifically because it helps to explain why many 

of the women I interviewed could easily recognize their gender identities 

while remaining oblivious to their racial identities. As women living within 

a male-dominated society, lived experience across various institutional fields 

shaped their perception that they, and not men, were gendered. Conversely, 

as white women living within a white-dominated society, lived experience 

across those same institutional fields shaped their perception that nonwhites, 

and not them, were raced.*° That is, prior to working in the Brick City School 

District, nowhere in their lives, personally or professionally, had they under- 

gone the dynamic and experiential process of racialization. 

Ethnicity, albeit to a significantly lesser extent, was also used to deflect 

inquiries into whiteness and white racial identity. Several teachers talked 

about their ethnic backgrounds, particularly as it pertained to their partic- 

ipation in cultural traditions and their fond memories of ethnic food. One 

teacher spoke affectionately about growing up celebrating “the feast of the 

seven fishes” at Christmas, while another jokingly admitted that she must 

“pretend to care about being Polish” to placate her “traditional mother.’ Still, 

while teachers offered their thoughts about, and experiences with, European 

ethnic culture, their most common invocation of white ethnicity came in the 

form of stories about the ethnic discrimination endured by their parents and 

grandparents. Of the teachers who deflected white racial identity with Euro- 

pean ethnicity, no topic was discussed more than the ugly history of white- 

ethnic discrimination.” For example, Kate Meredith, a fifty-three-year-old 

English teacher, explained how her Irish background is a more salient iden- 

tity marker than her “white skin” is. 

MRS. MEREDITH: To be honest, I think of myself as more Irish than 

white, you know. I mean, um, I can't, off the top of my head, think of 

how being white has affected my life. At the end of the day, it’s just 

white skin. I, um, I don't think it really means anything. But I'll tell 

you what, I’m Irish, you know. I’m sure you know the type of racism 

we faced when we first came here. I remember my grandfather telling 

me horrible stories, just godawful stories about what he and his wives 

went through. He was married three times [/aughs]. But you get what 

I’m saying? I think that, you know, being Irish is more important than 

being white. At least it is for me. 
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Tellingly, during her description of white ethnic discrimination, Mrs. Mere- 

dith never once claimed that she had ever experienced it herself. Rather, in 

lieu of personal experiences with ethnic-based discrimination, she recounted 

the “godawful stories” told to her by her late grandfather. Still, despite her 

lack of firsthand experience with, or exposure to, anti-Irish discrimination, 

Mrs. Meredith equated the historical mistreatment of Irish immigrants to 

modern-day racism against people of color, ultimately using this equivalence 

as the basis for a heightened and more meaningful ethnic identity. Within 

the context of our interview, Mrs. Meredith used her ethnic identity, in part 

fueled by the very real, very ugly history of anti-Irish discrimination, to de- 

flect my questions about whiteness and white racial identity. She was not the 

only teacher to do so. 

Mrs. Vincent, a middle school health teacher from an Italian background, 

initially shut down when I asked her about white racial identity. She started 

and stopped several times, paused again, and eventually admitted that she 

did not know how to answer the question. After we moved further into the 

interview, Mrs. Vincent—voluntarily—came back to my question about 

whiteness. Cutting me off midquestion, she offered the following thoughts: 

MRS. VINCENT: You know, I’m sorry, but I think I can maybe I can 

answer you better now, um, about being, what it means to be white. 

BELL: OK. Sounds good. 

MRS. VINCENT: The reason I think it was so hard is because I never 

really saw myself as white, you know. I don’t mean it like that, of 

course I’m white, you know. But, um, what I mean is, like it never re- 

ally meant anything. 

BELL: Being white never meant anything? 

MRS. VINCENT: Yeah, like I’ve always thought of myself as Italian, 

you know. I come from a big Italian family, and I’ve always been Ital- 

ian first. That’s how I’ve always saw myself, you know, a loudmouth 

Italian [laughs]. 

BELL: Did anyone in your family ever talk to you about being an Ital- 

ian American? 

MRS. VINCENT: Yeah, like all the time. Especially my grandmother. 

She was old school, you know, more traditional. And she overcame a 

lot to become a successful businesswoman. So, I just wanted to say, I 
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know we were talking about something else, but if my poor, unedu- 

cated grandma, who was also a single mom, can overcome the racism 

of her day, I don't wanna hear excuses about racism today. I’m sorry, 

but we've all been through something. 

BELL: That's OK, youre fine. I did want to touch on one thing, 

though. 

MRS. VINCENT: Sure. 

BELL: You said that you did talk about your Italian background while 

growing up. Does that include any conversations about whiteness? Did 

anyone ever talk to you specifically about what it means to be white? 

MRS. VINCENT: Oh. No [laughs]. 

While initially struggling to articulate a coherent position on what it 

means to be white, Mrs. Vincent eventually found her footing and offered up 

her thoughts about her Italian identity. She readily admitted that, in no small 

part due to her ethnic socialization, she has long identified with her Italian 

background, even going so far as to describe herself as “Italian first?” Whereas 

her family did not talk to her about what it meant to be white, they did talk 

to her about what it meant to be Italian, socializing her to embrace the latter 

and ignore the former. In a bit of a tangent, however, Mrs. Vincent veered off 

topic, conflating race and ethnicity and falling back on the neoliberal, mer- 

itocratic idea of rugged individualism. Based on her grandmother's success 

in overcoming ethnic discrimination, she chastised anyone who would com- 

plain about racial discrimination today. All told, within the span of this one 

exchange, Mrs. Vincent spoke to the importance of racial socialization, used 

her ethnic identity to deflect questions about her racial identity, and also en- 

gaged in what Charles Gallagher terms the white ethnic card, “selectively re- 

calling ethnic family history” to equate the treatment and life experiences of 

European immigrants to those of racial minorities.* 

In the cases of Mrs. Meredith, Mrs. Vincent, and several others, ethnic 

discrimination against European immigrants served as an important tool for 

white deflection. While it is certainly true that many European immigrants 

faced discrimination on arriving to the United States, over time these ethnic 

groups successfully assimilated into the dominant mainstream.” That is, as 

the 1800s faded into memory and we moved deeper into the twentieth cen- 

tury, Irish, Italian, Polish, Greek, and, to a lesser degree, Jewish identities all 

became intertwined and intimately associated with whiteness.” In fact, for 
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many European immigrants, their passport to whiteness was stamped by em- 

bracing and outwardly participating in the dehumanization of racial minori- 

ties, particularly African Americans.“ Thus, in falling back on the discrimi- 

nation faced by their parents and grandparents, white Brick City teachers not 

only deflected questions about white racial identity but also obfuscated the 

role of antiblack racism in ethnic assimilation, reinforcing white racelessness 

and rationalizing systems of white domination in the process. 

Although a form of discursive distancing, the term “white deflection” is in 

no way meant to dismiss the reality of sexism and patriarchy, nor is it meant 

to diminish the ugly history of ethnic discrimination suffered by Southern 

and Eastern European immigrants.’ Furthermore, the concept is not in- 

tended to mock or make light of the importance that white teachers assign 

to their gender and/or ethnic identities. Specifically, in reference to gender, 

teachers spoke emotionally about the myriad ways that misogyny affected 

their lives, and they did so with a genuine concern about the existence of 

institutional patriarchy and the unique challenges they face as women. As a 

sociologist, as well as a male within a male-dominated society, it would be 

methodologically and ethically inappropriate for me to question women’s ex- 

periences with sexism and gender discrimination.” Therefore, the concept 

of white deflection should not be taken as the minimization of gender and/ 

or ethnic identity, nor should it be interpreted as the infantilizing of gender 

and/or ethnic discrimination. 

That being said, however, gender and ethnicity were consistently used as 

distancing strategies. Gender identity and examples of gender discrimina- 

tion—and, to a lesser degree, ethnic identity and historical examples of eth- 

nic discrimination—while genuine and important, were offered as a deflec- 

tion, a shield against my questions about white racial identity. Even when 

I tried to steer the conversation back to race, teachers remained steadfast, 

delving deeper into the salience of gender and/or ethnicity. For example, 

with gender, despite knowing of, and sometimes speaking to, the experiential 

and epistemological dissonance that often accompanies privilege, many of 

the women who volunteered information about their gendered experiences 

remained blissfully unaware that they themselves displayed this very disso- 

nance with matters of racial experience.** That is, while Mrs. Scott could 

accurately surmise that I, as a man, could never fully understand certain 

gendered realities, she could not bring herself to admit that she, as a white 

woman, could never fully understand certain racialized realities.** Even after 

I explicitly asked her about racial variation among women, Mrs. Scott con- 

tinued to construct womanhood as a uniform experience, rendering women 
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of color invisible and allowing her to deflect my questions about white racial 

identity. 

CONCLUSION 

As with a fish in water, total immersion within white racialized spaces can, 

and often does, normalize whiteness to the point of invisibility. This was 

clearly the case for the teachers who participated in this study. Owing to 

their unique form of racial socialization, white Brick City teachers acknowl- 

edged that open and candid conversations about being white were generally 

foreign to them. As products of white spaces and of the interactions within 

them, the teachers I interviewed had had little occasion to examine their lives 

as racial actors. The combination of growing up in predominantly or exclu- 

sively white neighborhoods, attending predominantly or exclusively white 

schools, and belonging to predominantly or exclusively white peer groups 

caused white Brick City teachers to construct whiteness as the raceless norm, 

leaving them devoid of meaningful racial identities. Thus, white racelessness, 

the theory that white Americans struggle to recognize whiteness and white 

racial identity, was heavily supported by the data presented in this chapter. 

Taking the form of rhetorical incoherence and white deflection, white 

racelessness caused Brick City teachers to stutter and stammer their way 

through answers about white racial identity. Both concepts, together and in 

their own way, brought the research literature to life, giving concrete weight 

to theoretical claims about privilege and empirical claims about identity. 

With each “T don't know, I never thought about it,” with every broken sen- 

tence or pivot to gender or ethnic identity, the concept of white invisibility 

leaped from the pages of sociological texts and landed in the form of a think- 

ing, feeling Brick City teacher. Still, though illuminating, and in many ways 

confirmatory, representations of white racelessness did not hold. As I show 

in the chapters to come, within the physical space of predominantly black 

schools, whiteness, as an elusive identity and as the raceless norm, can be 

interrupted. 
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2. THE COLOR LINE AND THE CLASSROOM 

The problem of the 20th century is the problem of the color-line. 

—w. E. B. DU BOIS, The Souls of Black Folk 

Education has been romanticized to the extent that, like religion, 

it appears disconnected from the world of power, partisanship, and 

the shaping of the social world.—WILLIAM H. WATKINS, 

The White Architects of Black Education 

The wider society is still replete with overwhelmingly white neighborhoods, 

restaurants, schools, universities, workplaces, cosmopolitan spaces. .. . As 

demographics change, public spaces are subject to change as well, impact- 

ing not only how a space is occupied and by whom but also the way in 

which it is perceived.—ELIJAH ANDERSON, “The White Space” 

“Malcolm X. My kids love Malcolm X.” Mrs. Martin, a veteran teacher of fif- 

teen years, sat across from me in her own living room, explaining why her 

school, as well as her individual classroom, was “decked out in blackface.” 

According to her, many of the students at Cass Tech High School were “re- 

ally into civil rights,” and as a result, the school principal had long since de- 

cided that civil rights imagery would be prominently featured throughout 



the building. All teachers, regardless of their preferences or personal politics, 

were to contribute to the overall black cultural aesthetic of Cass Tech. While 

Mrs. Martin did see the utility in such a policy, it left her somewhat uncom- 

fortable, specifically the numerous images of Malcolm X that were plastered 

throughout the school. As she stated during our interview, “Here you have 

a man who was unapologetically racist against whites, you know. He hated 

white people. Whatever good that folks see in Malcolm X, it’s a known fact 

that he thought we were devils, and his picture is in the hall right outside my 

classroom.’ Although she would never venerate Malcolm X in her personal 

life, his picture, as well as those of other African American icons, lined the 

hallways and classroom walls of Cass Tech High School. 

Throughout our interview, Mrs. Martin described the great lengths she 

went to in order to make her predominantly black student body feel welcome 

at Cass Tech. In her classroom alone, you can find numerous images of civil 

rights figures, as well as a small library filled with books about African Amer- 

ican history and literature. Mrs. Martin wanted her students to feel comfort- 

able, which in part meant that the “look and feel of the school” should reflect 

the types of students who attend the school. Therefore, even though she per- 

sonally took issue with images of Malcolm X, she supported the idea of tai- 

loring the school’s overall aesthetic to the cultural preferences and historical 

iconography of its mostly black student body. Central to this logic was Mrs. 

Martin's personal construction of Cass Tech High as a black school. That is, 

Mrs. Martin, like each of my other interview respondents, viewed her school 

as an explicitly racialized space. 

In this chapter I highlight the degree to which white teachers distinctly 

identified Brick City schools as black schools. Interview data will show how a 

combination of factors, both institutional and interactional, led white teach- 

ers to conceptualize their respective schools as racialized spaces. Institution- 

ally, their workplaces were located in, and physically surrounded by, racially 

segregated ghettos, and the schools themselves were aesthetically tailored to 

appeal to the broader black community. On a more intimate level, the sheer 

number of black students and black families, combined with speech patterns, 

modes of dress, and other indicators of what white teachers perceived to be 

“black culture,’ affected the day-to-day interactions within these physical 

spaces. Compounding matters further, student discourse about racism and 

racial inequality permeated the school environment, cementing the racializa- 

tion of Brick City schools in the minds of white teachers. 

I begin by reviewing the racialization of space. The physical structures 

and spatial surroundings that contextualize and, in many ways, shape our 
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lives, are, just like people, subject to the forces of racialization.” Today states, 

neighborhoods, and schools, among other physical spaces, have taken on or 

have been assigned racial identities of their own.’ Next I trace the racializa- 

tion of urban schools, particularly in the political aftermath of the Brown v. 

Board of Education decision of 1954. Following the formal invalidation of 

state-mandated school segregation, a number of legal and social policies, 

individual choices, and the rise of neoliberalism all colluded to link urban 

centers to black and brown bodies.’ Over time, the association of “the inner 

city” with blackness has become a social fact, as the two terms are now inter- 

changeable in the national consciousness.° Finally, I present interview data. 

More specifically, I show how white Brick City teachers, without exception, 

conceptualized and characterized their schools as black schools, as explicitly 

racialized spaces. 

THE RACIALIZATION OF SPACE 

The importance of space in American society cannot be overstated.® Space, 

in the form of houses, neighborhoods, schools, parks, swimming pools, pub- 

lic transit, jails, movie theaters, cemeteries, and perhaps most (in)famously, 

water fountains, has been racialized for the greater part of American history.’ 

Beyond racialization, space is also contested. Where one lives, where one 

works, what schools are available to one’s children, indeed, where one is al- 

lowed to physically be, have all been, and are, sites of racialized conflict.* This 

is particularly true of white space, which, historically and today, is afforded 

protection from what are often perceived to be outside threats.’ Informally, 

white space, in the form of the white neighborhood, the white school, and 

even the white body, is protected through physical and symbolic violence, 

and formally, white space is protected through the force and finality of law.” 

All told, the intersection of race and space has a long and fraught history, 

and numerous scholars have documented the resulting consequences of the 

racialization of space. 

Sociologist George Lipsitz, in detailing the reciprocal history of race and 

space, writes, “Opportunities in this society are both racialized and spatial- 

ized.” He continues, “The lived experience of race has a spatial dimension, 

and the lived experience of space has a racial dimension,’ and “the intercon- 

nections among race, place, and power in the United States have a long his- 

tory." In this sense, lived experience does not take place within a vacuum it 

takes place within a physical space.” We live out our day-to-day lives not in 

some abstract, spaceless void, but in actual neighborhoods, actual schools, 
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actual workplaces, actual hospitals, actual prisons, and actual homes. In this 

way, the forces of racialization that affect us as individuals and groups also 

come to affect the physical dimensions that shape our lives. As a result—and 

in a true personification of biography, society, and history—the very spaces 

that give context to our lives as people, over time, themselves become racial- 

ized.” Other sociologists too have offered a substantive analysis of race and 

space. 

In his seminal article “The White Space,’ renowned urban ethnographer 

Elijah Anderson makes a distinction between various physical spaces that 

have been systematically racialized over the course of American history. On 

the one hand, black space, most powerfully symbolized by the iconic ghetto, 

is marked by extreme poverty, rampant drug use, and deadly violence and, 

according to Anderson, “appears to verge on self-destruction?” On the other 

hand, white space, while economically and politically diverse, is chiefly 

marked by the “overwhelming presence of white people” and the formal and 

informal “absence of black people.” In the broad spatial imagination, white 

and black spaces are diametrically opposed. While black spaces are com- 

monly thought of as loud, dangerous, and unruly, white spaces are largely 

seen as quiet, peaceful, and orderly. In this regard, physical space can be sym- 

bolically linked to race in a manner that seems normal; or, as philosopher, 

Charles Mills, puts it, “The norming of space is partially done in terms the 

racing of space, the depiction of space as dominated by individuals (whether 

persons or subpersons) of a certain race.”° The barrio for brown people and 

the ghetto for black people, for example, both attest to the racialized norm- 

ing of space, as these terms, alone, often conjure specific and stereotypical 

racial imagery.” 

Taking a macro view of the racialization of space, sociologists Matthew 

Desmond and Mustafa Emirbayer observe that “one of the most pernicious 

images of America is that the country is white.” That is, a broad swath of 

Americans view the country as a white country. This is true not only in an 

ideological or symbolic sense, but in a physical and numerical sense as well. 

The United States is, after all, a physical space, a populated land mass encom- 

passed within socially constructed, geopolitical borders. As the single largest 

racial category, and as the group that wields a disproportionate amount of 

political influence and economic power, white people in America have come 

to represent the default American, the standard to which all other racial clas- 

sifications are compared.” Thus, taken together, racial power, racial ideology, 

and racial demography have so thoroughly linked whiteness to the United 

States that, in the minds of many Americans, the former is now synonymous 
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with the latter.”° Such a connection has major implications for how we view 

and understand physical space. 

If America is constructed as a white country, then the physical space that 

composes America is a white space. Any reference to the country, its history, 

its social norms, its cultural values, and so on is also (1) an implicit reference 

to the physical dimensions that make up the country, and (2), unless ex- 

plicitly associated with people of color, an implicit reference to whiteness.” 

Given the racial and ethnic heterogeneity within the United States, however, 

as well as the historical legacy and contemporary reality of racial segrega- 

tion, spatial racialization throughout the country is localized.” That is, while 

America as a whole may be constructed as a white space, there are a multi- 

tude of spatial localities that have and maintain different racial identities. Ur- 

ban education, both as a social institution and a physical space, is one such 

locality. Next I examine the racialization of urban education.” 

URBAN EDUCATION: THE MAKING OF A NONWHITE SPACE 

Public schools in the United States cannot be separated from the white su- 

premacist context in which they were born.* American schools were founded 

for the enrichment and enlightenment of white males and, as such, were 

originally conceived as white spaces.” From school teachers to school cur- 

ricula, from school policy to actual schools, race was central to the founding 

of education, and just as was the case throughout the broader society, white 

people—or a subset of white people—were the primary beneficiaries.” As 

time moved on, the white supremacist roots of education led to over a cen- 

tury of political and legal battles that were fought to determine who should, 

and who should not, have access to schools, in terms of both education and 

the physical spaces themselves.” While progress has been slow and unsteady, 

the conflict has linked race and place to schooling in indelible and seemingly 

endemic ways. 

Today public schools are increasingly being associated with students of 

color.*® Although 2014 marked the first time in American history that non- 

white children composed the majority of public school students, the minori- 

tization of urban education has been an ongoing process spanning the last 

half of the twentieth century.” Following the landmark Brown v. Board of 

Education decision of 1954, white people in the South began employing a 

series of tactics that were designed to reinforce the color line and protect ra- 

cial segregation in public schools.*° In order to defend public education as a 

white space, school districts took extraordinary measures, up to and includ- 
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ing shelving public schools altogether.” This, in conjunction with other po- 

litical and structural changes, led to the famous phrase “chocolate cities and 

vanilla suburbs,’ a succinct, if perhaps simplistic, representation of race and 

space over the last sixty years.” 

Following an initial period of massive resistance, the late 1960s and early 

1970s saw real progress toward school desegregation.” As researchers Jenni- 

fer Hochschild and Nathan Scovronick note in their study on education pol- 

icy, school desegregation efforts “started slowly, but eventually transformed 

education throughout the south and in northern districts.** Thus, despite a 

widespread and multifaceted effort to maintain racial segregation—to pre- 

serve the white space—eventually, the weight of legal challenges, the mo- 

mentum of the civil rights movement, and, to a lesser degree, the liberaliza- 

tion of white racial attitudes all combined to defeat this effort, leading to real 

and meaningful school desegregation.** As Jim Crow came crashing down, 

schools all over the country, but especially in the South, saw genuine racial 

integration. Unfortunately, in the decades following, a fierce and sustained 

white backlash emerged, which largely led to a pattern of school resegrega- 

tion that exists to this very day.** 

After several decades of continued progress, school desegregation efforts 

came under intense scrutiny.” For an increasing number of white Americans, 

both within and outside the Jim Crow South, federally mandated school in- 

tegration had outgrown its usefulness. What was once hailed as a vital and 

virtuous fight for the rights of black children was, after decades of struggle, 

transformed into an unfair and unnecessary infringement on the rights of 

white children.** As a result, scores of white families migrated from diverse 

central cities to racially segregated suburbs, where they erected a network of 

private schools that were almost exclusive to white children from middle- 

class and affluent backgrounds.” What's more, in a number of communities 

from different parts of the country, white residents took to the streets en 

masse to vocally—and sometimes violently—protest the implementation of 

compulsory busing, which by that point had come to symbolize federal in- 

tegration efforts as a whole.*” Contextualizing everything, from successful 

school integration to backlash and retrenchment, was the conservative turn 

in American politics.” With the success of the southern strategy, large swaths 

of white and formerly Democratic voters shifted to the Republican Party, 

effectively causing the Democratic Party to rethink, and ultimately retreat 

from, the battle over civil rights.” 

Other factors too contributed to contemporary school segregation and the 

social construction of urban schools as nonwhite spaces. Over the last forty- 
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plus years, the US Supreme Court has issued a number of rulings that have 

inculcated and, according to some analyses, accelerated the resegregation of 

public schools.** Two cases stand out. The first, Milliken v. Bradley (1974), 

ruled that compulsory busing across district lines was not permissible if it 

could not be proven that specific school districts actively engaged in racial 

segregation.** That is, if school segregation within any given district occurred 

“organically,” as a result of neighborhood segregation or the personal prefer- 

ences of parents and families, then the school district in question could not 

be subjected to mandatory busing or any other federal desegregation efforts. 

The Milliken decision was groundbreaking because, following the collapse of 

Jim Crow, or de jure segregation, it provided legitimacy and constitutional 

cover for de facto segregation, a practice that remains commonplace today.* 

The second case, Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 

District No. 1 (2007), considered the constitutionality of voluntary desegre- 

gation efforts.*° Parents Involved consolidated two cases, one from Louisville, 

Kentucky, and the other from Seattle, Washington. At issue in Parents In- 

volved was whether or not individual school districts could increase diver- 

sity and reduce isolation by voluntarily using racial classification in student 

assignments. In a rare 4-1-4 decision, the Supreme Court ruled that racial 

classification could be used in student assignments, but only if it was “nar- 

rowly tailored” to “compelling state interests.” In this particular case, state 

interests included increased racial diversity and decreased racial isolation in 

public schools. Ultimately, the Supreme Court ruled that the voluntary de- 

segregation plans in Louisville and Seattle were not sufficiently tailored to 

compelling state interests and were therefore unconstitutional.” 

Though not the only Supreme Court decisions to consider the role of ra- 

cial segregation in education, the Milliken and Parents Involved decisions— 

argued more than thirty years apart—rejected involuntary and voluntary ef- 

forts to desegregate our nation’s schools.** In doing so, the Court not only 

legitimated and provided legal standing for de facto segregation but also set 

an incredibly high standard for challenging the constitutionality of racially 

separate schools. Absent evidence of intentional segregation, “separate but 

equal” schooling—what was once characterized as “inherently unequal” —is 

again the norm, legally protected by the highest court in the land.” Thus, 

in the contemporary United States, school segregation, no matter how per- 

vasive or how damaging to black and brown children, is legally permissible 

when it is seen as the result of naturally occurring phenomena.” 

Beyond Supreme Court jurisprudence and shifting (white) racial politics, 

school resegregation and the ossification of white versus nonwhite racial- 
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ized space has been exacerbated by economic change. Casting a large shadow 

over the battle for, and against, school integration was a deindustrializing 

and rapidly changing economy.” Well-paying factory jobs that were com- 

monplace throughout much of the twentieth century disappeared, replaced 

only by service sector and retail positions that offered a fraction of the pay 

and few of the benefits.** As manufacturing jobs fled urban centers for newly 

constructed suburbs, affluent and upwardly mobile African Americans did 

so as well, combining with white flight to produce a number of racially and 

economically segregated inner-city communities.” As these neighborhoods 

deteriorated and social dislocations such.as poverty, joblessness, and crime 

rose sharply, a new term—the urban underclass—became a fixture in the 

American lexicon, casting a shadow over education policy that has remained 

in place for the last forty years.” 

THE NEOLIBERAL TURN IN AMERICAN SCHOOLS 

Since the late 1970s and early 1980s, urban schools have developed a neg- 

ative reputation, stereotyped as dropout factories teeming with black and 

brown students who disregard, and even actively resist, educational achieve- 

ment.* Often immersed within segregated neighborhoods, marked by con- 

centrated poverty, single-parent households, and high levels of violent crime, 

these schools are seen as both a by-product and a genesis of the communities 

they serve. That is, on the one hand, educational failure is viewed as the in- 

evitable result of an unfair and inequitable environment, while on the other 

hand, educational failure is regarded as one of the primary causes of dis- 

advantaged or “dysfunctional” neighborhoods.* No matter the causal direc- 

tion, “bad neighborhoods” and “bad schools” are now broadly constructed 

as symbiotic; they are so mutually reinforcing that, for a great number of 

people, their epistemological opposites— “good neighborhoods” and “good 

schools” —are automatically assumed to be white.*” Therefore, questions of 

how best to fix so-called bad schools and boost black and brown educational 

achievement have been, and continue to be, of great concern to educators 

and researchers alike. 

In the wake of growing concerns about urban schools, particularly con- 

cerns about lack of achievement, low standards, and future international 

competitiveness, America turned to the market.* A report commissioned 

by the Reagan administration, A Nation at Risk (1983), sounded the alarm 

about mediocrity in education and, from a policy perspective, ushered in 

an era of bipartisan neoliberalism.* Schools, once seen as a public good, 
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became private commodities, turning students and their families into con- 

sumers who had to compete with others for the best possible product.” In 

lieu of segregation and unequal opportunity, government bureaucracies be- 

came the new villain, accused of stifling innovation, eschewing teacher ac- 

countability, and, in the words of former president George W. Bush, pro- 

moting “the soft bigotry of low expectations.”” Therefore, the market, a 

keystone of neoliberal economic theory, was posited as the savior of Ameri- 

can schools, one that would discard unnecessary regulatory burdens and in- 

effective teachers, boost pedagogical innovation, increase standardization for 

all K-12 students, and fortify American competitiveness in the international 

marketplace.” 

Though it is sometimes only implied (see “good schools” versus “bad 

schools”), what stands at the heart of the discourse and debate surround- 

ing schools, standards, accountability, and so on is race.°’ Compounded by 

economic isolation, race, in the form of neighborhoods, schools, and stu- 

dents, is deeply intertwined with our collective understanding of the purpose 

and promise of schools. For example, if schools are indeed the great equal- 

izer, then in a material sense they are the great equalizer between the haves 

and have-nots, between poor black kids in the inner city and affluent white 

kids in nearby suburbs. With this in mind, the policy preferences of neo- 

liberal regimes— including privatization, charter schools, and standardized 

tests—cannot be neatly separated from, and in some cases actively contrib- 

ute to, the ongoing reality of racially separate and unequal schooling.“ Thus, 

over time, the neoliberal turn in policy, with help from man-made and non- 

man-made disasters—such as Hurricane Katrina and the Great Recession— 

has reallocated space, reconfigured schools, and intensified the epistemolog- 

ical connection between race and geography. 

Despite being central to the material outcomes of people and society, neo- 

liberalism transcends schools and other forms of social policy. Across the 

political spectrum, a significant fraction of the American public now views 

neoliberalism as a way of life: it has become a salient feature of their personal 

and political identities.°° Constructed as a much-needed corrective to heavy- 

handed government regulation and the overly redistributive policies of the 

Great Society, neoliberalism has merged seamlessly, if not ahistorically, with 

other pillars of American ideology, namely colorblindness, meritocracy, and 

equal opportunity.” In addition to justifying the need for neoliberal policy, 

including privatization, gentrification, and an amplified surveillance state, 

neoliberal ideology also provides discursive cover for the disparate and 

seemingly inevitable outcomes that result from their passage.® All told, as 
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the dominant ideological framework in many American cities, neoliberal- 

ism has given rise to a modern, spatialized, and predatory form of capitalism 

that, under the pretext of “market forces,’ leaves millions of people behind.” 

Brick City is no exception. 

POVERTY IN THE BRICK CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

The Bcsp is located in one of the poorest cities in the country.” As of this 

writing, almost a third (30.5 percent) of Brick City residents live below the 

federal poverty line, which is only slightly better than the number of resi- 

dents living in poverty (32.4 percent) during the time I was still conducting 

interviews. Compounding matters further, due to steady population decline, 

as well as entrenched layers of racial and economic segregation, Brick City is 

also home to elevated levels of concentrated poverty. This all but assures that 

individual families, regardless of their personal socioeconomic standing, are 

much more likely to live in impoverished communities with impoverished 

schools, subjecting them to the pervasive and often deleterious consequences 

of neighborhood effects.” For children, research has shown that living in 

chronically poor neighborhoods can increase criminal delinquency, expose 

them to environmental toxins, and adversely affect their mental health and 

physical well-being.” Unfortunately —but unsurprisingly—the same pattern 

of racial and economic segregation that characterizes Brick City generally is 

also reflected throughout Brick City schools. 

According to the latest census data, 44 percent of Brick City children live 

below the poverty line, which is a noticeable improvement from the 50.2 per- 

cent of children who did so at the time of my fieldwork. While the general 

trend line may be positive, the fact remains that, even today, almost half the 

children of an entire city are grappling with poverty, being forced to navi- 

gate food and housing insecurity, in addition to other aspects of the modern 

neoliberal city, such as joblessness, increased police surveillance, and a gut- 

ted social safety net.” The city’s child poverty rate itself is disconcerting, but 

again, due to segregation, the resulting effects are not dispersed evenly across 

Brick City schools. There are multiple schools that, both in terms of student 

demographics and physical structure, rival those of nearby, affluent suburbs, 

while many others, often close in geographical proximity, are home to entire 

student bodies that qualify for free and reduced-price lunch. Such an imbal- 

ance is reminiscent of the city—and the country—as a whole, where race, 

socioeconomic status, and access to opportunity are intimately connected 

to space.” 
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For its part, the Bcsp has responded to student poverty in a number of 

ways. As with schooling in other neoliberal cities, however, elevating standard- 

ized test scores and improving skills—as opposed to combating poverty— 

are by far the highest priorities in the district.” In 2014, the Bcsp identified 

seven of its lowest-performing schools and converted them to Innovation 

Area Schools. Each of the selected schools received an influx of financial re- 

sources and technology, saw its school day extended by seventy minutes, and 

was granted leeway to design and implement a new and “innovative” curric- 

ulum. Another program, Chasing Higher Education, is a collaborative part- 

nership between the BCsD and numerous corporate and nonprofit organiza- 

tions. Chasing Higher Education provides college scholarships to any BCsD 

student who (1) qualifies academically for participating schools and (2) spent 

all four years of high school in the district. Other corporate partnerships in- 

centivize student achievement through professional internships, some offer 

five- and six-year programs that include a high school diploma and voca- 

tional training, and still others focus on parents, offering them classes and 

workshops to improve their own job marketability. The Bcsp also provides 

after-school tutoring and weekend sat prep courses, both of which have 

taken on greater importance since the arrival of multiple charter schools in 

the city. 

For white teachers, then, many of whom subscribe to a neoliberal view 

of society, Brick City schools are far more than just schools: they are unique 

spaces where race takes place. With every building that is located in ra- 

cially segregated, impoverished neighborhoods, with every classroom that is 

chock-full of low-income black and brown bodies, and with every policy re- 

sponse that is purportedly designed to raise standards and close the achieve- 

ment gap, the intersection between racial identity, political ideology, and 

physical space gets stronger.” Today, over sixty years after the Brown v. Board 

of Education decision, a combination of factors has powerfully reinforced the 

racialization of urban schools. While it is difficult to pin down precise causal 

linkages between past and present, the aforementioned legal, residential, eco- 

nomic, and political changes have all but cemented urban schools as both 

racialized and problematized spaces.” Decades in the making, the discur- 

sive and ideological marriage of “urban” and “black” was reflected through- 

out my interview data when interview respondents clearly and consistently 

spoke of Brick City schools as black schools. That is, in stark contrast to the 

raceless identities they constructed for themselves, and far from anything re- 

sembling white space, white Brick City teachers constructed their classrooms 

and schools as explicitly racialized. 
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Everybody Knows I Teach at a Black School 

That's funny, I only have to say Brick City and everybody knows 

what I mean. Everybody knows I teach at a black school. All my friends, 

my parents, my girlfriend, you know, they all look at me like I’m crazy, 

you know. Like, how can you work at a school like that? 

—JAMES RHODES, 40 

Brick City is a highly segregated city, which is subsequently reflected in the 

Brick City School District. Every teacher I interviewed worked in a school 

with a student population that was at least 60 percent black, with some work- 

ing in schools with a student population that was 80 percent or even 90 per- 

cent black. Still, in order to examine the ways that racialized space might affect 

white racial identity, I first needed to ascertain whether or not white teachers 

actually thought of their workplaces as racialized. That is, did white teach- 

ers view Brick City schools as black schools? Without exception, the answer 

to this question was yes. Ms. Jarvis, a middle school health teacher, exempli- 

fied this particular construction when discussing her experiences at Gardener 

Middle School, a school with a student body that is over 90 percent black. 

BELL: Do you consider Gardener Middle School to be a black school? 

MS. JARVIS: Oh, yeah, absolutely. I mean, are you serious [laughs]? 

We only have a handful of, um, white students in the school, and, um, 

I think that, um, in my first couple of years, I’ve only had like four, 

maybe five white students. The rest of my kids come from more of an 

urban background, you know. 

BELL: When you say “urban background,’ do you mean black or Af- 

rican American? 

MS. JARVIS: Oh my god, does that sound bad [laughs]? I’m so sorry. I 

didn't mean it like, I didn’t mean to be offensive or anything like that, 

I just meant, um, [pause]. 

BELL: No, no, no, I didn't get offended at all. I'm just trying to be as 

clear as possible, so when I go over my notes later, Pll know exactly 

what it was you were trying to say. This way I don't have to guess. It’s 

all about clarification. 

MS. JARVIS: Oh, OK. Well, that’s a relief [laughs]. So, yeah, um, like 

I was saying: most of my kids, pretty much all of my kids, come from 
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urban backgrounds. Um, and by that I mean they're black [laughs]. 

Like I said, this is my third year teaching, and I can pretty much count 

all of the white students I’ve had on one hand, you know. Some of our 

students are immigrants, you know, but they're like, they’re black too, 

so, um, I would say yeah, Gardener is definitely a black school. 

On multiple occasions throughout our interview, Mrs. Jarvis equated “ur- 

ban” with “black,” and the first time she was unsure as to whether she had 

broken some unwritten rule of racial discourse. When I asked a follow-up 

question, double-checking to see whether Ms. Jarvis was in fact referencing 

black students whenever she mentioned kids from “an urban background,” 

her face turned red and she made a point to apologize for her ostensible faux 

pas. After I explained to her that my follow-up question was for the sole pur- 

pose of clarification, she resumed speaking about the racial composition of 

her students, including the fact that the majority of them, even those from 

immigrant backgrounds, were black. For Mrs. Jarvis, her overwhelmingly 

black student body was more than enough for her to conceptualize and de- 

scribe Gardener Middle School as a black school. 

In terms of black student population, Gardener was at the higher end of 

the spectrum. Still, teachers from schools with relatively more student di- 

versity also constructed Brick City schools as black schools. Whether teach- 

ing at a school with a majority or, in cases like Gardener, almost exclusively 

black student population, the teachers I interviewed all constructed their 

workplaces as explicitly black spaces. Although culture and aesthetics played 

prominent roles here (see later discussion), two additional factors were non- 

black student demographics and the surrounding community. Within a great 

number of Brick City schools, most of the nonblack students were also non- 

white, and the schools themselves were often located in racially segregated, 

predominantly black neighborhoods. Thus, the general lack of whiteness 

within schools, as well as the highly racialized geography around schools, 

helped bridge the gap between those with varying black student populations. 

For other teachers, their construction of Brick City schools as black 

schools—as racialized spaces—went beyond student demographics; it also 

included student culture. A theme that emerged early and remained consis- 

tent throughout my data analysis was the idea that Brick City schools were 

dominated by a uniquely racialized, uniquely black culture. Speech patterns, 

modes of dress, student attitudes, student behavior, “school indifference,’ 

“bad values,’ and a “broken family structure” were all offered by white Brick 

City teachers as indicators of black culture. As Mrs. Edwards articulates in 
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the following excerpt, her school was not only one with a predominantly 

black student body but also one that acted black. 

MRS. EDWARDS: There’ a certain, um, a certain culture at my school. 

I think the kids [pause], um, the kids and the type of neighborhoods 

that they live in and the type of families that they come from, um, I 

think it's more of, of what society might consider to be black culture. I 

mean, I don’t want to come across as racist or anything, but if I’m be- 

ing honest, there's a certain culture in the school that, um, I believe is 

a result of the students that go there. 

BELL: You mentioned that society might consider your school’s cul- 

ture to be black culture. Is that how you see it personally? 

MRS. EDWARDS: I| do. I do. I mean, look, you'll have kids that don't 

show up to school for two weeks, but when they do come back, they 

have brand-new clothes, you know, brand-new sneakers. You'll have 

parents that will be front and center during the basketball game, but 

wont bother to show up to parent-teacher conferences, you know. 

You have kids sagging their pants every day, and if you say something 

to them, they cuss you out. Then you call their parents and they cuss 

you out, you know. So yeah, I think the culture of the school is, um, 

well [pause]. 

BELL: Black culture? 

MRS. EDWARDS: Yeah. I think it’s unfortunate, but it’s the truth. Our 

students act a certain way, um, they act black almost in the stereotyp- 

ical sense. 

The idea that Brick City schools were permeated with black culture was it- 

self laden with racial stereotypes. In a number of interviews, teachers recited 

many of the tropes that have come to be associated with black people and 

their commitment, or lack thereof, to educational achievement. Chief among 

them were the ideas that black students do not value education; that black 

people, as a whole, cannot delay gratification; and that black parents placed 

a higher premium on clothing, shoes, and sports than they did on the edu- 

cational success of their children.” Real or imagined, these cultural practices 

weighed heavily on the minds of my interview participants. As one teacher 

said to me toward the end of our interview, “This is not the kind of school 

culture that I’m used to. Um, it’s like, it’s very different from the schools I 
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went to as a kid. It's much more urban, and I don't always know how to re- 

spond to it.” 

While the negative stereotyping of black student attitudes, black student 

behavior, and black community values all contributed to racialization of 

Brick City schools, other cultural cues were less serious in nature. For ex- 

ample, numerous teachers remarked on how their black students dressed. 

From “sagging pants” to “bright-colored skinny jeans,’ black students were 

routinely characterized as having a unique style of dress that was visibly dis- 

tinct from their nonblack peers. Even within those schools that required uni- 

forms, white teachers, again conflating the terms “urban” and “black,” de- 

scribed their black students as embodying an “urban style” or showcasing 

an “urban flair.” Thus, while school uniforms were standardized, the vari- 

ous ways that students wore them were not. Some teachers saw black styles 

of dress as problematic, while others were more indifferent and saw them 

as harmless. A minority of teachers spoke of black styles of dress admir- 

ingly: one teacher openly admitted that she “wished she had their kind of 

style.” However, no matter how they felt about or responded to the way their 

black students dressed, white teachers saw certain “urban dress codes” as em- 

bodying black culture, which made their respective workplaces all the more 

racialized. 

In addition to the sheer number of black bodies and the numerous exam- 

ples of “black culture,” visual references to black historical icons draped the 

classroom and hallway walls of Brick City schools. Pictures of Martin Lu- 

ther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Harriet Tubman, Malcolm X, Booker T. Washing- 

ton, Frederick Douglass, and Thurgood Marshall, among many others, lined 

school hallways, and images of “Barack and Michelle” were “pretty much in 

every classroom.” These visual references bolstered the racialization of Brick 

City schools, and for white teachers, the physical space of the school, with all 

its black iconography, came to embody blackness on an institutional scale. 

As one teacher, Mrs. Meredith, put it, “Every month seems to be Black His- 

tory Month at my school. We're always celebrating somebody.’ Consequently, 

in conjunction with student demography, student culture, and surrounding 

neighborhood environment, openly celebrating blackness erased all doubt 

in the minds of white Brick City teachers; their school district, their school 

buildings, and even their individual classrooms represented black racialized 

spaces. 

It should be noted here that, similar to their differing takes on black 

modes of dress, white Brick City teachers interpreted and reacted to the ra- 

cial aesthetics of their individual schools in different ways. Although Mrs. 

52 CHAPTER TWO 



Martin— Malcolm X aside—was in favor of her school’s position toward 

black historical and cultural iconography, other teachers were far less enthu- 

siastic. Some teachers felt that highlighting race in such a selective manner 

was problematic because it elevated one race above others; or, as one teacher 

put it, “When you think about it, it’s kinda racist.’ Other teachers did not feel 

strongly about what their schools should or should not do, but they did re- 

gard the entire debate over black iconography as a giant distraction, a “point- 

less exercise that had nothing to do with education.” Still, whatever their in- 

dividual takes on celebratory racial aesthetics, white Brick City teachers, 

collectively, saw the visual representation of African American history—and 

what they perceived to be African American culture—as an integral part of 

the racialization of Brick City schools. On the whole, while already impact- 

ful, this process was strengthened by the consistency and seeming normal- 

ness of explicitly racialized discourse. 

They Love Calling Each Other the N-Word 

I mean, just the way they talk to each other, you know. All you hear is 

“nigga this and “nigga” that. Every day, day after day, “You my nigga,’ or 

“Shut up, nigga.” I don’t, um, I hate to say, you know, “nigga” in front of you. 

I personally hate that word, but that’s pretty much all you hear some days. 

They love calling each other the n-word.— ALEXA BOYD, 43 

Open and direct racialized discourse flooded the hallways and classrooms 

of Brick City schools. For white teachers, the relative ease with which their 

black students thought about, broached, and discussed the subject of race 

played a major role in how they conceptualized their particular workspaces. 

As employees of predominantly black schools, the same teachers who admit- 

ted to never having thought about race were suddenly inundated with “noth- 

ing but race.” That is, in contrast to the seemingly nonracial discourse that 

permeated the predominantly, and sometimes exclusively, white spaces they 

were accustomed to, white Brick City teachers were exposed and reexposed 

to overtly racialized discourse by virtue of “just going to work.’ Whether di- 

rected at other students or at them as teachers, my research participants were 

not expecting, and were not prepared for, the constant barrage of racialized 

language that emanated from their students and their students’ families. 

Initially, the racialized discourse that grabbed the ear of white Brick City 

teachers was the discursive exchanges between black students and their 

peers. The way that black students spoke to one another, especially their non- 

chalant use of the word “nigga,” caught many of my interview respondents 
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off guard. For adults who had spent the vast majority of their lives in racially 

homogenous, ostensibly nonracialized spaces, exposure to this kind of dis- 

course left many of them stunned, confused, and sometimes upset. In the fol- 

lowing excerpt, Candice Satter, a middle school math teacher, describes the 

first time she heard her students using the word “nigga” 

MS. SATTER: You wouldn't believe how much they use the n-word. 

Even the girls. I remember walking to my class, 7:30 in the morn- 

ing, and out of nowhere I hear, “Fuck you, nigga.’ I mean, I’m sorry, 

I don't mean to say that word to you, but, you know, it was shocking. 

I hadn't even had my morning coffee and I’m already hearing racial 

slurs. I found myself getting really upset, you know. I mean, I don't get 

it. Why would students, black students, you know, why would they be 

using that word? I mean, I hate using it even now. 

BELL: How did you respond to hearing that word for the first time? 

MS. SATTER: Well, like I said, it was shocking. I turned around and it 

was a group of eleven- and twelve-year-old girls. As soon as they saw 

me, they all stopped talking and looked at me like I was crazy. I didn't 

know what to do. I had no idea what to say. So after a minute of stand- 

ing there looking stupid, I just said, “Good morning” and walked away. 

Ms. Satter described being shocked at hearing the word “nigga,” a term 

that can be jarring in any context, but especially so within a school setting. 

Arguably one of the most loaded words in the English language,” “nigga” 

initially engendered feelings of anger and anxiety for Ms. Satter and other 

white Brick City teachers. Over time, however, she and many of her col- 

leagues in the BcspD became desensitized to it, and with each passing day, 

they grew more and more accustomed to hearing “racial slurs.” In fact, be- 

cause the word “nigga” was so commonplace, white teachers focused more 

on policing the racial discourse within their own classrooms, as opposed to 

addressing every instance of problematic or inappropriate language through- 

out the school more broadly. Ms. Satter, for example, bars students from say- 

ing “nigga” in her classroom, but she often ignores it in other areas of the 

school. With the exception of her room, specifically, she now gives little more 

than a passing glance whenever she hears students calling each other “nigga.” 

In her own words, “If you stop students in the hall every time you hear that 

word, it would take you an hour just to get to the bathroom.” 

The regularity with which black students called each other “nigga” was 

not the only type of discourse that challenged, or interrupted, the racial so- 

54 CHAPTER TWO 



cialization of white Brick City teachers. On any given day, current events had 

the potential to spark a host of conversations about the salience of race and 

racism in the contemporary United States. And during these conversations, 

white teachers realized that they and their black students often disagreed 

about the relevance of race to the topic at hand. Time and again, white teach- 

ers found themselves at odds with their black students about the racial mo- 

tivations for, and racial significance of, contemporaneous events. For exam- 

ple, when Trayvon Martin was killed by George Zimmerman in 2012, several 

teachers were surprised and eventually became frustrated by what they con- 

sidered the unnecessary invocation of race into an “unfortunate situation?” 

Because these kinds of conversations always carried the potential to inflame 

passions and cause tension, white Brick City teachers did their best to avoid 

them. Eventually, though, as they would come to find out, discussing — 

and debating—the relevance of race to contemporaneous events was inevita- 

ble, leading to a patterned, yet powerful, form of racialized discourse. 

Unfamiliar with the norms of racial debate, white teachers initially down- 

played and tried to ignore conversations about racism and racial inequality 

within their respective classrooms. As one teacher put it, “I try not to go there 

with kids. It’s a rabbit hole that’s hard to come back from.” With the passage 

of time, however, most teachers found it impossible to avoid their students on 

matters of race and reluctantly decided to engage them head-on. Mrs. Doyle, 

a high school language arts teacher, described an incident where she, after try- 

ing to ignore “so many cries of racism,” decided to “take back” her classroom. 

MRS. DOYLE: | wasnt used to talking about race so much, you know. 

In my family, we just didn't talk about it. It was never all that import- 

ant. When I think about my students, I think it's crazy how much they 

bring up race, it’s almost second nature to them. I mean, they see race 

in everything. I remember after the whole Trayvon Martin thing or 

whatever, um, the Zimmerman trial, for days on end, that’s the only 

thing the kids talked about. They weren't interested in doing any work, 

they weren't interested in anything. It was just “Fuck George Zimmer- 

man, “Fuck the police; “America is so racist,’ just racism, you know, 

everywhere. So many cries of racism. Finally, I just didn’t want to deal 

with it anymore. I had to take back my classroom, so I just went for it. 

BELL: What did you do? 

MRS. DOYLE: Well, ignoring it didn’t work [Jaughs]. I mean, you can 

only put your head in the sand for so long before you suffocate, you 
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know. One day, there was a group of students in one of my classes that 

kept talking about Trayvon Martin. Every single day, that’s all they 

talked about. So I just said something like, “Look, I agree, Zimmer- 

man is a jerk, but that doesn’t make him a racist. He had a fair trial 

and they found him not guilty. Stop making everything about race” 

BELL: How did they respond? 

MRS. DOYLE: Holy shit. Youd think I had just insulted their grand- 

mother or something. The whole class just exploded at me. Every 

single one of them just lost it. They started yelling, I saw one boy cry- 

ing. You know, it’s something I'll never forget. After, I don’t know, like 

twenty minutes or so, I finally got them to calm down. I told them 

Id give them all a chance to speak. One of the girls, the ringleader I 

guess, she had these big, deep brown eyes and she looked right back 

at me. She said, “You know, Mrs. Doyle, why do white people pretend 

nothing is ever about race?” Something like that, you know. 

BELL: Wow. So how did you respond? 

MRS. DOYLE: Well, at that point, I knew the jig was up [laughs]. I 

could’ve tried to put my foot down, but this was a battle I probably 

wasn't going to win, you know. So from that point on, I knew I had 

to engage them. Whether I wanted to or not, whether I agreed with 

them or not, when they talked about race, I talked about race. I had 

no choice. 

Mrs. Doyle's reluctant decision to discuss Trayvon Martin and George 

Zimmerman with her students was emblematic of the way white teachers, as 

a whole, transitioned from ignoring racialized discourse in their classrooms 

and schools to openly engaging their students in highly sensitive, explicit 

conversations about race. Initially, with the exception of the word “nigga” 

or other “racial slurs,” teachers, to the best of their abilities, simply ignored 

racialized discourse. They would go about their daily routine, maintaining a 

discursive distance from any and all conversations about race, racism, or ra- 

cial inequality. Eventually, however, in the face of what multiple teachers la- 

beled an “obsession with race,’ the strategy of purposeful indifference proved 

inadequate, forcing teachers to engage their students directly. On doing so, 

white teachers quickly realized that they were outnumbered and, more of- 

ten than not, distinctly outside their comfort zones. Whereas black students 

talked about race intentionally, white teachers did so only when coerced, 
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when they felt they had no other choice. What's more, while black students 

were emotionally invested in conversations about race, white teachers viewed 

them as little more than an intellectual exercise. They were a nuisance or, at 

best, a necessary evil. 

Regardless of how white teachers felt about racial conversations, they ex- 

pected to have them on a regular basis. In spaces overflowing with black 

bodies, the presence of race loomed large, always ready to infiltrate, or even 

overtake, classrooms and schools at a moment's notice. Racial events, both 

within and outside the school, could animate black students to the point 

where teaching them became difficult, if not altogether impossible. For new 

and experienced teachers alike, even the most detailed of lesson plans could 

be waylaid, rendered obsolete by the always present, yet not always predict- 

able, specter of race. As people who spent the majority of their lives publicly 

ignoring race, white Brick City teachers found explicitly racialized conver- 

sations at once unsettling and unavoidable. Combined with black bodies, 

as well as material, visual, and symbolic references to “black culture,’ the 

routineness of racialized discourse intensified the racialization of Brick 

City schools, making them unquestionably and unambiguously black in the 

minds of white Brick City teachers. 

I’m Cool for a White Girl 

Dont get me wrong, they still look at me as a white girl, but it’s a little bit 

different. I'm cool for a white girl. That's what they always tell me: “Ms. J, 

I like coming to your class, you're cool for a white girl” At first I didn’t 

know how to take it, but you know what, after working at Gardener 

for three years, hell yeah, I'll take it —cyNTHIA JARVIS, 24 

While significant, working in a hyper-racialized physical environment and 

being routinely exposed to racialized discourse composed only two aspects 

of the racialization of Brick City schools. A third and somewhat overlap- 

ping process involved the daily interactions between white teachers and 

their black student bodies. From the first day of class, black students left little 

doubt that they saw themselves as explicitly black and saw their teachers as 

explicitly white. In this particular environment, both teachers and students 

were racialized beings, and far from being an inconsequential demographic 

marker, one’s racial status proved instrumental to a litany of experiential and 

interactive processes. Thus, the extent to which race shaped the worldviews 

and personal behaviors of black students, in tandem with their willingness to 
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explicitly identify race, caused white teachers to view their respective work- 

places as akin to what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva terms a racialized social system, 

an environment in which “economic, political, social, and ideological lev- 

els are partially structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or 

races: ©! 

Alexa Boyd, a middle school math teacher, has spent her entire career 

working in urban schools. For the last twelve years, she has been at Jackson 

Middle School, a school with a student population that is close to 80 percent 

black. During our interview, Mrs. Boyd volunteered that she was “super pro- 

gressive” and had been “committed to social justice” her entire adult life. For 

Mrs. Boyd, teaching racially and economically disadvantaged students was a 

calling, and the idea of teaching at an all-white, affluent suburban school was 

“never an option.” Mrs. Boyd explained to me that she purposely enrolled 

in an urban education program and, accordingly, was well aware of the so- 

cial problems that sometimes accompanied teaching in urban schools. Still, 

she was not prepared for the bombardment of how, and the bluntness with 

which, black students characterized and confronted her as a white teacher. 

As Mrs. Boyd herself put it, “I was prepared for the poverty, the single-parent 

homes, the academic and behavioral issues, you know, but I didn't think I'd 

have to defend being white every day. My social justice training didn't pre- 

pare me for that.’ 

Similar to Mrs. Boyd, other teachers also spoke of being taken aback, or 

even feeling discriminated against, whenever one of their students called or 

referred to them as white. Unlike the racialized discourse between students 

(calling each other “nigga”) or even engaging students in direct conversations 

about race (such as the death of Trayvon Martin), the teachers I interviewed, 

with several exceptions, could neither understand nor accept being explicitly 

and meaningfully referred to as white.* Socialized in racially segregated yet 

ostensibly colorblind environments, white Brick City teachers equated racial 

recognition with racial discrimination. Therefore, as Mrs. Martin explains 

below, getting called white in such an open and direct manner was analogous 

to African Americans getting called a “nigger in public.” 

MRS. MARTIN: Imagine that, um, you know, you had a group of black 

teachers teaching at a Grand Ledge school or whatever.® I mean, you 

know how it is out there, it’s pretty much all white people out there. 

Now, if the students were running around calling their teachers nig- 

ger all the time, I’m sorry, but it would be front-page news. Nobody 

would allow that, you know. 
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BELL: So, when your students call or refer to you as white, you feel 

like you are being subjected to racial slurs, is that right? 

MRS. MARTIN: Yeah, definitely. I mean, maybe it isn’t the same as, 

um, you know, being called the n-word, but it’s still a racial slur and it 

still hurts. And it doesn't go away. You don't get used to it. You think 

you will after a while, but you don't. It’s emotionally draining and it 

has absolutely nothing to do with teaching. It’s just, um, it’s just some- 

thing we have to deal with, I guess. 

Mrs. Martin, like other white Brick City teachers, was not used to—and 

therefore not prepared to handle—the direct and intentional racial recogni- 

tion that permeated her school. From her perspective, being called white by 

her black students was analogous to a group of black teachers being called 

nigger by white suburbanites. In this regard, recognizing whiteness was not 

merely a violation of ideological norms, it was an emotional shock to one’s 

person, an insult and racialized form of belittling. As one teacher described 

it, to be outwardly addressed as white was to be “reduced to your skin color.’ 

Rhetorically, just as they had done when trying to discuss white racial iden- 

tity, many teachers engaged in long bouts of silence, finding it difficult to 

describe how it felt to be openly recognized and addressed as white. Only 

this time, the pauses in question were not due to incoherence; they were the 

result of having to recall and talk about emotionally draining and sometimes 

painful memories.™ 

In the exchange that follows, Amanda Costa, a thirty-four-year-old social 

studies teacher who has taught in the Brick City School District for ten years 

and who, in her own words, “always wanted to be a teacher,’ goes into detail 

about an incident that almost caused her to leave teaching altogether. 

MRS. COSTA: It can be really emotional at times. Um, it’s like [pause], 

you put all this work into connecting with the kids. I mean, yeah, we're 

their teachers, but you want them to like you, you want them to ap- 

preciate all the hard work you put into helping them learn. And some 

of them do, you know. Some of them are appreciative, but they’re few 

and far between. Most of my students just look at me as some white 

lady telling them what to do. That's all I am to them. It’s pretty much 

the same thing every year. No matter how hard I work or, you know, 

how, um, how many years I’ve been at the school or whatever, I’m still 

white. No, let me take that back, I’m just a white girl. That's how they 

refer to me, you know. I’m thirty-four years old and I have a bunch of 
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thirteen-year-olds calling me a white girl every day. And to be com- 

pletely honest, as bad as the students are, the fucking parents are 

worse. I don’t mean to swear at you, but oh my god. I can almost un- 

derstand the students, at least to a degree, you know, they’re kids. But 

the damn parents have no excuse. You're a fucking adult. Act like it. 

BELL: Could you elaborate? 

MRS. COSTA: Yeah, so I remember a time when, well, I have so many 

stories, but this one stands out. I was up for tenure and I was being 

observed. Perfect storm, you know. Things were actually going pretty 

well. I mean, I had a couple kids doing whatever the hell they wanted, 

but most of the kids were on their best behavior. I think they knew 

I was getting observed. So I’m right in the middle of a lesson when I 

had this parent, the parent of one of my worst students, you know, she 

fucking storms into the classroom. “Why the fuck are you picking on 

my son, he might get expelled.” I couldn't believe what was going on, 

you know, she was just yelling at me, cussing me out in front of the 

entire class. So I look over to the vp [vice principal], you know, be- 

cause he was the person observing me. He gets up and tries to inter- 

vene, saying, “Ma'am, maam, calm down.” But at this point, she didn't 

care, she was out for blood. “I’m tired of you racist motherfuckers 

picking on my son.’ I mean it was just “white” this, “white” that. She 

pretty much accused me of being some kind of Nazi, just because I 

kicked her son out of my classroom. Her son, by the way, the reason 

I kicked him out is because just the day before he called me a “stupid 

white bitch,” OK. It was [pause], it was pretty rough. I thought she 

was going to attack me. After it was over, I just got in my car and left. 

Didn't tell anybody, didn’t say anything to anyone. I just left. 

BELL: Wow. You just left the school? 

MRS. COSTA: Yeah, I had to get out of there. 

BELL: Did you get in trouble? Were you reprimanded by your school? 

MRS. COSTA: Not really. I mean, my vP saw the entire thing. He saw 

how crazy she was. Besides, I didn't really care at that point. I was 

pretty sure that I was quitting. The thought of going back to that place 

literally made me sick. It made me physically ill. But here I am, close 

to ten years later, and I’m still there [laughs]. 
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BELL: What changed? 

MRS. COSTA: Well, I need the money [/aughs]. It didn't take me long 

to realize that my bills weren't going to pay themselves, you know. 

Plus, that little fucker Jamal and his racist mom were banned from the 

school. So that helps. 

Although Mrs. Costa recounted an experience that would have been har- 

rowing in any context, she specifically connected it to race by attributing the 

anger and vitriol directed at her to, at least in part, the fact that she is white. As 

she would go on to explain, Mrs. Costa believed it was a “racist double stan- 

dard” that she could be openly “berated for being white” and that “no white 

person could ever get away with a stunt like that” In this sense, from Mrs. 

Costa's perspective, the moment Jamal’s mother uttered the word “white,” she 

took an objectively painful, and perhaps embarrassing, episode and turned 

it into an overt act of racial discrimination. While this experience may have 

been an outlier in terms of severity, other white teachers too were able to pro- 

vide examples of how, from their standpoint, racial categorization invari- 

ably led to their own mistreatment, particularly during interactions with 

black students and black families. Thus, for white Brick City teachers, racial 

recognition—along with the interactional othering that followed—was di- 

rectly linked to the physical, cultural, and discursive dynamics of their black 

work environments, fortifying them as uniquely racialized spaces. 

CONCLUSION 

Over the long arc of the twentieth century, a myriad of factors, including 

racial progress, racial backlash, policy changes, and legal precedent, led to 

a residential pattern of predominantly black inner cities surrounded by pre- 

dominantly white suburbs. Such residential patterns are also reflected in our 

nation’s schools, where even today the United States is home to separate and 

unequal schooling. Located in a city that is saturated with racial segregation, 

the BCsD is among the most segregated districts in the country, currently 

housing a number of schools with student populations that are predomi- 

nantly, or almost exclusively, one-raced. This pattern was not lost on my in- 

terview respondents, as, contrary to how they failed to see themselves in ra- 

cial terms, they all saw their schools as racialized spaces. From geography to 

aesthetics, from demographics to culture, and from discourse to interactions, 

blackness, as constructed by white teachers, permeated Brick City schools, 
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making the racialization of these particular spaces all the more real. Taken 

together, white Brick City teachers and their socially constructed raceless 

identities crashed headfirst into the hypervisible and hyper-racialized spaces 

that are Brick City schools. As the remaining chapters will show, this colli- 

sion had profound consequences, heightening white racial awareness, en- 

gendering white racial identity, and, to a lesser degree, altering white racial 

ideology. 
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3. BECOMING WHITE TEACHERS 

Racial identifications are not merely individual achievements but are 

formed in relation to collective identities within racialized societies. .. . 

Understanding race relations, racial realities, and racial identities then 

requires that attention be paid to the specifics of various racial contexts. 

—AMANDA E. LEWIS, Race in the Schoolyard 

I just want to teach, OK? I wish everybody left all that race stuff out of it. I 

don't see what my race or your race or anybody’s race has to do with teaching. 

Just let me do my job.—REBECCA DARLING, Brick City High School 

Sometimes I just want to stand up and shout, Look, I’m white, OK, 

get over it! —REBECCA DARLING, Brick City High School 

When Leah Thompson started teaching at Walnut Middle School, she be- 

lieved she had landed her dream job. Since childhood, Ms. Thompson had 

wanted to be an art teacher, and she had long since decided that she could 

make a bigger difference working with students of color from poor inner- 

city backgrounds. Located in a predominantly black neighborhood, Walnut 

Middle School has a student population that is over 80 percent black. Al- 

though she knew that, as a physical space, Walnut Middle School was ra- 



cially segregated, Ms. Thompson was not prepared for the highly racialized 

environment that Walnut represented, nor was she expecting the openness 

with which her new students—and their families—recognized race, includ- 

ing her own. Working in such an environment led to Ms. Thompson seeing 

and eventually accepting herself as white. Despite her lifelong desire to be- 

come a teacher and her commitment to her students, Ms. Thompson was 

quickly confronted with the reality that teaching black students, within a 

“black school,’ meant that she would have to navigate the personal and pro- 

fessional consequences of white racial identity. As she stated early in our in- 

terview, “It didn’t take long for me to realize that I was in over my head. To 

them, I was not their teacher, I was just another white person bossing them 

around. That's it, I’m just white.” Just white. She was not alone. 

Ms. Thompson, like many white Americans, had been socialized not to 

see or recognize white racial identity.’ For the majority of her life, she had 

equated whiteness with normalness, thinking of race as something that be- 

longed only to people of color. As demonstrated in chapter 1, this particular 

view of race and identity, one that situates whiteness outside the realm of ra- 

cial classification, was quite common among white Brick City teachers. Also, 

as demonstrated in chapter 2, such a broad—and privileged—construction 

of white racial identity left teachers surprised by, unprepared for, and ill- 

equipped to handle the extent to which their predominantly black student 

bodies saw and treated them as white. On an almost daily basis, white teach- 

ers could expect to have some form of racialized interaction with black stu- 

dents or their families. These interactions, already permeated with racial con- 

tent, eventually led to the creation and adoption of new meaning. Through a 

series of symbolic interactions, white Brick City teachers begrudgingly came 

to adopt a spatially specific, localized form of white racial identity. 

In this chapter I examine the process of white racialization. Using in- 

terview data, I deconstruct the interactional and iterative process through 

which white teachers adopted a localized racial identity. In three overlap- 

ping and mutually reinforcing steps—seeing white, feeling white, and being 

white—epistemologically raceless teachers transitioned to racialized white 

teachers as their own racial identities became visually and experientially 

meaningful to them. First I briefly review symbolic interactionism, one of 

the foundational theories of American sociology. Given the salience of inter- 

action, particularly to racial socialization, I think it is important to outline 

the central components of this seminal theory. Next I examine the intersec- 

tion of race, identity, and space. Several studies have advanced our under- 

standing of white identity development by focusing on the localness of racial 
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experience. In order to provide the proper context for my own study, I high- 

light some of their core theoretical and empirical findings. Finally, I break 

down the process of becoming white teachers. In a three-step, dialectical 

process, teachers first began to see whiteness, followed by negative feelings 

of whiteness, only to reluctantly make the conscious decision to be white, or 

do whiteness, on their own terms. These overlapping and interlocking steps, 

demonstrating the significance of local interactions, played out over and over 

within Brick City schools. 

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM 

Symbolic interactionism is one of the most prominent and long-standing 

theoretical traditions in American sociology. A micro-level theory, symbolic 

interactionism analyzes the interactive processes between people, as well as 

the various ways that interactions and symbols are used to create and re- 

create meaning.’ Part of the interpretative tradition, symbolic interaction- 

ism disagrees with, and ultimately eschews, those all-encompassing theories 

of the social world that seek to mimic the natural sciences. In lieu of grand 

theoretical pronouncements, social scientists who utilize symbolic interac- 

tionism seek to understand the more intimate, routine, and face-to-face in- 

teractions that help people shape and understand their own lived realities.’ 

Meaningful interactions are the heart of this theoretical framework. Mean- 

ing affects how people interact, and interactions between people create new 

meaning. For over a hundred years now, social scientists have used sym- 

bolic interactionism to analyze, understand, and discuss a multitude of so- 

cial processes that affect, and are affected by, people as they go about their 

daily lives.° 

Symbolic interactionists also examine the cyclical relationship between 

people and their various social environments.° Scholars working in this tra- 

dition believe that people shape society every bit as much as they are shaped 

by society. As one noted interactionist put it, the method is “simultaneously 

interpretive and analytic, structural and interactional,’ and “is both a theory 

of experience and a theory of social structure.” This is important because, 

despite being a micro-theory, symbolic interactionism does speak empir- 

ically to the salience of social structure. By focusing on the active role of 

people, however, symbolic interactionism challenges many top-down theo- 

retical paradigms, those that give primacy to structure over the agency of in- 

dividuals.’ To be clear, symbolic interactionism does not ignore or discount 

the significance of structure, but it does challenge the notion that people are 
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mere products of their environments. Rather than being completely at the 

mercy of larger institutional forces, symbolic interactionism holds that peo- 

ple, through interaction and other meaning-making processes, are instru- 

mental in creating the very social worlds that shape their lives.” 

Like most theoretical traditions, symbolic interactionism has a diverse 

and interdisciplinary background.” From the philosophical pragmatism of 

John Dewey to the urban ethnographic tradition of Robert E. Park, this an- 

alytical framework has been used in a variety of ways to study a variety of 

topics." Still, despite its inherent variation, symbolic interactionism holds 

human interaction, and the meaning it produces, at the center of analysis. 

As the late Herbert Blumer noted, symbolic interactionism sees “meanings 

as social products, as creations that are formed in and through the defin- 

ing activities of people as they interact.’” Therefore, the meaning ascribed 

to any given thing—whiteness, for example—is intimately connected to the 

interpretations of, and interactions between, various people or even groups 

of people. What's more, just as social meaning is formed through symbolic 

interactions, it can be re-formed, or changed, through subsequent inter- 

actions.” In fact, ascribing new meaning to symbols is precisely what took 

place within Brick City schools as white teachers, after repeated interactions 

with black students and black families, observed and adopted an explicit, yet 

local racial identity. 

RACE, IDENTITY, AND SPACE 

Although it remains undertheorized in the broader research literature, the in- 

tersection of race, identity, and space has been explored by a number of schol- 

ars.” Departing from the spatially neutral norm, these studies underscore the 

importance of racial context —including the importance of space—to the so- 

cial construction of whiteness and the lived experiences of actual white peo- 

ple. In doing so, they place spatial variation on the same conceptual plane 

as class, gender, sexual orientation, age, and other demographic structures, 

highlighting the importance of the physical world and exploring the drama- 

turgical dimensions of white racial identity. Taken together, this scholarship 

takes a local approach to white identity development and, to varying degrees, 

paints a more nuanced, much more complex portrait of whiteness in Amer- 

ica.”° I highlight several core themes below. 

Among its principal findings, research into the effects of space on white 

racial identity demonstrates that white Americans, within particular racial 

environments, can recognize and sometimes experience a temporary mi- 
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nority status.” To put it another way, on losing the veneer of racelessness, 

whiteness can be made visible through the formal and informal presence of 

people of color. Formally, racial demographics and racialized interactions 

always carry the potential to heighten white racial awareness; informally, 

concerns over the loss of power and racial autonomy often lead to feelings 

of stigmatism, antiwhite bias, and even reverse discrimination.” Both pro- 

cesses, formal and informal, can affect how and where white Americans sit- 

uate themselves within the broader racial hierarchy.” As sociologist Charles 

Gallagher notes in his study of white college students at an urban university, 

experiences with “momentary minority status and the anxiety often associ- 

ated with this experience” color how white students see themselves “and their 

relationship to other racial groups.” 

Relatedly, scholars have also shown that white racial identity varies be- 

tween and within spaces that are themselves demographically and culturally 

dissimilar.” Pamela Perry, in her book Shades of White: White Kids and Racial 

Identities in High School, used ethnographic methods at two demographically 

different schools to examine the way white students viewed, understood, and 

experienced white racial identity.” The school (Valley Grove) in an afflu- 

ent suburb housed a student population that was 83 percent white, while 

the other (Clavey), economically diverse and predominantly nonwhite, was 

home to a student population that was only 12 percent white.” For white stu- 

dents attending Valley Grove, white racial identity was constructed as mean- 

ingless, or, as Perry describes it, an “empty cultural category.’° Conversely, 

for white students attending Clavey, white racial identity was constructed as 

a meaningful, or, as Perry describes it, a culturally relevant category. Com- 

plicating matters further was the fact that white students within each school 

constructed whiteness differently. That is, the contrasting constructions of 

white racial identity between schools were not monolithic within schools. 

Some kids at Valley Grove deviated from the general consensus of white nor- 

mality, while at Clavey, some kids failed to adopt a meaningful racial identity. 

Moving beyond identity construction as a process, several scholars have 

shown that the substance of white racial identity is also influenced by the 

interactional and intersectional dynamics of race and place.”* For example, 

white privilege, often a function of demography, power, and prestige, can be 

epistemologically stripped away within particular spatial environments.” In 

this sense, white racial identity can be recognized, and ultimately developed, 

in a manner that dislodges whiteness from its perch atop the racial stratifica- 

tion system.** When married to space, factors such as lower socioeconomic 

status or physical proximity to people of color can impede the kinds of expe- 
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riences that engender invisible racial identities.” Thus, white people who live 

in urban, predominantly nonwhite areas, or those who struggle with pov- 

erty, joblessness, and addiction, over time may develop racial identities that 

construct whiteness as disadvantageous rather than privileged.*° I say more 

about this particular racial construction in chapter 4. 

Finally, numerous studies have shown, empirically, that whiteness is a 

prompted identity, “one that becomes a topic of interest when respondents 

are directly asked to talk about it?" Accordingly, for a great number of white 

people in America, whiteness and white racial identity become relevant, or 

even visible, only through external provocation.” Given the interactive di- 

mensions of white racialized spaces—namely, the socializing effects of white 

racelessness—it comes as no surprise that proximity to nonwhites, partic- 

ularly in terms of physical space, cultural change, or actual people, directly 

influences how members of the racially dominant group come to see, or not 

see, their own racial identities. This pattern has been shown to hold true 

across a number of social locations, as demographic variations based on so- 

cial class, gender, sexual orientation, and age, while instrumental to how 

white people experience and conceptualize whiteness, do little to blunt the 

significance of people of color in prompting white racial identity. For many 

white Americans, regardless of exposure to momentary minority status, re- 

gardless of how often white racial identity is negotiated within and between 

spaces, and regardless of how strongly white privilege is mitigated by so- 

cioeconomic or other forms of disadvantage, whiteness itself becomes more 

visible and more salient when prompted by the formal, informal, and spatial 

presence of people of color.** 

Departing from the norm of contextual overgeneralization, a number of 

scholars have taken physical space seriously, examining local constructions 

of race and racial identity. Although these studies have advanced our current 

understanding of space and the effects it has on white identity development, 

many unanswered questions remain. One of those questions is the one I seek 

to answer with this study: How do individual white Americans experience, 

navigate, and make sense of whiteness in and between spaces with different 

racial identities? To date, we are limited in what we know about the effects of 

space on white racial identity because most of the studies that examine it di- 

rectly do so by focusing on different subsets of white people within different 

racial environments. While theoretically and empirically valuable, this type 

of research design makes it difficult to isolate the racializing effects of space. 

I overcome this limitation by examining the same subset of white people 

within different racial environments. Therefore, my research design allows 
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me to compare how a specific group of white Americans construct white ra- 

cial identity within, and between, disparately racialized spaces. Below, I delve 

deeper into this process, showing how, within the physical space of Brick 

City schools, white racelessness transformed into a hypervisible and hyper- 

meaningful racial identity. 

BECOMING WHITE 

Becoming white teachers followed an identifiable, symbolic interactionist 

pattern. In three steps, teachers would go from never thinking about white 

racial identity to routinely doing so, particularly within their respective 

schools. First, white teachers began to see themselves as white. In contrast to 

the invisible norm, interview respondents started to see themselves in dis- 

tinctly racialized terms. Second, white teachers started to feel white. Owing 

specifically to their race, as well as the overtly racialized environment that 

predominantly black schools represented for them, white teachers began 

to feel uncomfortable, especially whenever they found themselves to be the 

only white person in the room. Finally, white teachers began to, in their own 

words, be white. That is, they behaved in ways they believed would minimize 

the probability of them being accused of racism, and they also wanted to mit- 

igate the largely negative effects of feeling white. These three steps—seeing 

white, feeling white, and being white—all intersected and worked in concert 

to racialize white teachers within Brick City schools. 

I Started to See Myself as White 

There's only so many times you can get yelled at for being white before you 

start to internalize it. Eventually you start to think of yourself as white first, 

and a person second. That's exactly what happened. I started to see myself 

as white. Once that happens, you have to look for those moments that 

remind you why you're there. Like, Oh yeah, I’m a teacher. 

—AMANDA COSTA, 34 

Working in predominantly black schools had a significant impact on how 

white teachers looked at themselves racially. Across interviews, the way 

teachers talked about being white in a general sense, versus how they talked 

about being white in predominantly black schools, stood out for its con- 

trast, its clarity, and its consistency. When describing their experiences in 

Brick City schools, gone were the stutters and the bouts of nervous laughter, 

and not one teacher claimed to have “never thought about” what it means to 
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be white. In stark contrast to how they spoke earlier in the interview, white 

Brick City teachers spoke clearly, and at times concisely, about the various 

ways that whiteness and white racial identity shaped their experiences within 

these particular spaces. Thus, both in terms of rhetorical clarity and thematic 

content, the responses to questions about being a white teacher in Brick City 

schools were more certain and more comprehensive than responses to ques- 

tions about being white generally. 

Jessi McCormick, a high school English teacher who struggled consider- 

ably when trying to discuss what it means to be white, became completely 

sure of herself and knew exactly what she wanted to say about teaching at a 

predominantly black school. Mrs. McCormick went on to describe being a 

white teacher as something she thought about “all the time:”® 

BELL: Earlier I asked you what it means for you to be white. Along 

those lines, can you tell me what it means for you to be white working 

in a predominantly black school? 

MRS. McCORMICK: Well, this is something that I actually think about 

a lot. All the time, really. I feel like, that, um, as a white teacher, my 

kids are automatically suspicious of me, you know. I, I mean, building 

relationships is a big part of being an effective teacher. It’s absolutely 

vital to build strong relationships with the students and their parents. 

But sometimes, you know, I think many of my students have a hard 

time trusting me. It can be very difficult. Not impossible, but harder 

than it needs to be. 

BELL: You Say that at times your students have a hard time trusting 

you? 

MRS. McCORMICK: Correct. 

BELL: And do you believe this is because of the racial variation be- 

tween you and your students? Do you believe it’s because you're white 

and they're black? 

MRS. McCORMICK: Yeah, I mean that’s a really big part of it. One 

thing I always tell my husband about my students is that they're not 

shy about expressing their opinions. Seriously. Through all the stress 

and frustration they cause me, at least they're honest. They'll flat-out 

say to me, “Look, Mrs. M, I don’t really trust white people” or “No- 

body in my family trusts white people,’ you know. So I’m like, Oh, 

well that’s nice, we're going to have a great year [laughs]. 
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BELL: How do you respond whenever one of your black students ad- 

mits to not trusting white people? 

MRS. McCORMICK: Well, I expect it now. It's no big shock when I 

hear it these days. But, um, to me, it simply means that I have to find 

a way in. Whether it’s sports, music, the Obamas—that’s a good one, 

they all love the Obamas—um, you have to be willing to put in the 

work. It’s not easy, believe me it’s not easy, but once a student drops 

their guard and decides to let you in, all the work you put in is worth 

it. Now you can teach. 

Mrs. McCormick went on to describe some of the meaningful relation- 

ships she has formed with black students over the years. Considering them to 

be a necessary prerequisite to effective teaching, Mrs. McCormick attributes 

her success in forming these relationships to the herculean effort she un- 

dertakes to overcome the general distrust of white people. As she mentions, 

building relationships with her black students, although not impossible, is 

often made unnecessarily difficult because of racial mistrust. A latent conse- 

quence of this relationship-building process is that in breaking through the 

racially motivated barriers erected by her black students, Mrs. McCormick is 

forced to consider the various ways that whiteness has impacted—and con- 

tinues to impact—their lives within and outside Brick City schools. Mrs. Mc- 

Cormick makes this point later in the interview when she rather concisely 

states, “It can't be a coincidence that so many of my kids don't trust white 

people. It's my job to figure out why.” 

Although Mrs. McCormick was somewhat unique in how she made sense 

of whiteness within predominantly black schools, the genesis of her seeing 

whiteness to begin with, student-teacher interactions, was consistent with 

other white Brick City teachers: like Mrs. McCormick, other teachers too be- 

gan to notice their own racial identities through extensive interactions with 

black students. Ms. Livingston, a physical education teacher who works at a 

school that is close to 70 percent black, talked at length about seeing herself 

specifically as a white woman, as opposed to a raceless woman. 

MS. LIVINGSTON: I've always taken pride in being a strong woman. 

I mean, come on, I’m a gym teacher. Not many students expect to 

walk into the gym and see me standing here. So being a woman, um, 

it's something I’ve always thought of as important to who I am. But, 

after working here for six years, it’s a little more complicated now. I 

just don't see myself as a woman—I see myself as a white woman, you 
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know. When youre standing in front of a gym full of black kids, um, 

it’s impossible not to notice that you're not quite in the club [/aughs]. 

It's like, Yep, I’m definitely white. 

Constantly finding herself surrounded by black students, Ms. Livingston 

began to see whiteness as something bigger and more meaningful than sim- 

ple demography. Thinking of herself specifically as a white woman, as op- 

posed to a raceless woman, was the direct result of her experiences within 

nonwhite racialized spaces. That is, the racialization of predominantly black 

schools, including the students, the culture, and the physical space itself, 

caused Ms. Livingston to look at herself racially, to see herself as meaning- 

fully white. Furthermore, by positioning herself outside the racial norm, as 

“not quite in the club,” Ms. Livingston placed herself squarely in the realm 

of the racial other. Accordingly, within these spaces she is not only white but 

also different. She is demographically and experientially deviant. Thus, for 

Ms. Livingston, the overwhelming blackness of her student body, as well as 

the racial isolation it engendered, proved more than enough to facilitate her 

transition from a woman to a white woman, from the invisible norm to the 

racial other. 

Other white Brick City teachers had a similar experience to Ms. Living- 

ston’s: the more they interacted with black students, the more they realized 

that black students ascribed specific meanings to whiteness, including rac- 

ism, power, and privilege. As one teacher remarked about her nearly all black 

student body, “They think all white people are privileged snobs who don't 

know anything about struggle. They think we all have it easy-’ In this sense, 

no matter its gendered or classed dimensions, no matter its intraracial varia- 

tion, whiteness was privileged in the black imagination, an assumption that 

many teachers found upsetting. Also, in addition to the seemingly univer- 

sal assumption of white privilege, black students routinely conveyed their 

thoughts about white racism. Ms. Stacey, a twenty-nine-year-old health 

teacher, was surprised to learn that her black students, at least initially, saw 

her as racist. This revelation, while alarming, helped her to see whiteness in 

different, more meaningful ways. 

MS. STACEY: Ivory, she’s probably one of my favorite students, just flat- 

out told me one day that she was happy I wasn't a racist. And I’m like, 

“Why would you even think that?” you know. She looks me right in 

the eyes and casually says, “Because you're white.” Then she just walks 

off like it was no big deal. Meanwhile, I’m standing there shocked. I 

mean, is this how she sees white people? Is this how they all see white 
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people? I don’t know, it just got me thinking a lot, you know, like, how 

am I supposed to respond? What am I supposed to do? 

Even though Mrs. McCormick, Ms. Livingston, and Ms. Stacey reacted 

somewhat differently to seeing themselves as white, the process by which 

whiteness was revealed to them was largely the same. Before working in pre- 

dominantly black schools, not one of them looked at herself in racial terms. 

For all three teachers, whiteness symbolized normalness, and white racial 

identity remained invisible. Once they began interacting with black students, 

however, they soon realized that whiteness, in the eyes of those very students, 

was not only visible but also carried a specific and deleterious meaning. To 

a significant number of their black students, whiteness symbolized a com- 

bination of racial advantage and racial bigotry; it was the marker for racial 

oppression. This particular construction of whiteness, both visible and dan- 

gerous, was diametrically opposed to that of white teachers, who, as docu- 

mented previously, largely saw themselves as raceless or “just normal.’ Ul- 

timately, whiteness, interpreted in disparate ways, shaped the interactions 

between black students and white teachers, which, for the latter, made white 

racial identity a lot easier to see. 

It Really Sucks Being the Only White Person in the Room 

I’ve wanted to be a teacher since I was in the fourth grade. . ... People look at 

you funny when you're a boy bragging about wanting to be a teacher. So I’m 

used to being uncomfortable, I’m used to being different, you know. I think 

it's hard to make me feel uncomfortable or like the odd man out, but some- 

how, a group of fourteen-year-old boys, um, black boys, did it by the second 

month of school [/aughs]. I laugh now, but man, let me tell you, sometimes 

it really sucks being the only white person in the room. 

—CLAY DAVIDSON, 36 

Seeing whiteness was only the first, and most benign, step in the three-step 

process of becoming a white teacher. Although the realization that black stu- 

dents looked at them in racial terms was itself jarring, it was the way these 

white teachers felt after seeing whiteness that forced many of them to adopt 

a locally specific racial identity. It should also be noted that seeing white and 

feeling white were not mutually exclusive processes. Seeing white influenced 

how white teachers felt, and feeling white helped white teachers recognize 

their racial identities on a more consistent basis. After recognizing them- 

selves racially, white teachers started to notice their surroundings more; they 
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began connecting physical space, racial status, and racial experience in a 

much more conscious and explicit manner. Even though racial context was 

instrumental to them seeing whiteness to begin with, now they started to feel 

white, particularly in that they were racially out of place. Thus, feeling white, 

while overlapping and intersecting with seeing white, was far more conse- 

quential, as it often led to feelings of dread, sadness, frustration, and anger. 

Mrs. Gray, a high school music teacher, recalled an incident that epito- 

mizes the process of feeling white. I asked her if she had ever felt uncom- 

fortable or out of place at work because of her race, and she immediately an- 

swered in the affirmative. Mrs. Gray told the story of how, during a rehearsal 

for a Black History Month celebration, one of her black colleagues started 

speaking openly and negatively about white people. Stunned and left speech- 

less, Mrs. Gray remarked on how she felt both disgusted and guilty, not be- 

cause of anything she had done personally, but simply because she was white. 

BELL: During your time at Baldwin High, have you ever felt uncom- 

fortable or out of place due to your race? 

MRS. GRAY: Yes, I have. I’ve felt, um, there's been plenty of times. I 

mean, it happens pretty often, not like it used to, but it definitely still 

happens. 

BELL: Do you have any specific examples? 

MRS. GRAY: Um, yeah. So normally every Monday we do community 

forum where we all get together as a community and kids perform 

and do things. ... And normally during Black History Month, a lot of 

the music teachers always focus on, um, black heroes and black musi- 

cians that have affected our history in some way, you know, highlight 

them. The kids do speeches and learn their music and all that other 

stuff. Well, um, after a while I started to feel uncomfortable. Um, at 

first, I never felt uncomfortable in the building, I always felt a part of 

them, a part of the school, a part of the community, and, um, more 

and more, I just didn't. It started feeling like I was an outsider or like 

an imposter. One year about three years ago, we had a new music 

teacher, um, who was black. She was young, she had just got out of 

college, and she, she was up there, she spoke for like twenty-five min- 

utes and I felt disgusting [pause]. She, she made me feel like a horrible 

person. She just, made me feel horrible by what she was saying about 

white people and how we all are. 
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BELL: What was she saying? 

MRS. GRAY: She, um, she was like, she was kind of, and I guess, 

maybe this was my philosophy cause I look at people, I try to look 

at people and the fact that, you know, there are good and bad people 

no matter what color you are, you're a good seed or a bad seed. And 

she was kind of making the assumption that white people are just bad 

seeds. And, um, she was talking about white and black and was basi- 

cally kind of like, Don’t believe what they say, you don't need to em- 

brace them or embrace their lies. .. . She talked about white people 

in such nasty generalizations and, um, I remember that people were 

nodding their head as she spoke. Right in front of me, you know. I, it 

just made me feel so uncomfortable, like I didn't belong there. I felt 

really guilty, like I almost needed to apologize for being white. 

Mrs. Gray’s experience of feeling white—of feeling like the racial other— 

typified the experiences of other teachers who similarly attributed their feel- 

ings of discomfort to the way that white people were symbolized and stig- 

matized within Brick City schools. Already having recognized themselves as 

white, and often finding themselves the only white person in any given space, 

white teachers went into great detail about feeling “disgusting,” like “an out- 

sider,’ and how they otherwise “didn't belong.” For Mrs. Gray, these feelings 

of racial otherness were sparked by antiwhite “nasty generalizations” that 

were openly broadcast by one of her black colleagues. Making matters worse 

was her observation that other adults in the room, the majority of whom 

were black, evidenced their support for what was being said by nodding their 

heads in agreement. This behavior, according to Mrs. Gray, showed zero re- 

gard for her feelings or even her presence, which only served to intensify the 

negative feelings associated with being white. 

Beyond their black students, white Brick City teachers also had much to 

say about black parents. Although they spent considerably more time with 

the former, the latter were just as likely to engender feelings of racialized dis- 

comfort. For black parents, of particular concern was what they perceived 

to be a cultural mismatch between the predominantly white teaching staffs 

and predominantly black student bodies at Brick City schools.*° More spe- 

cifically, in the eyes of many black parents, whiteness—personified by white 

teachers—suffered a fundamental lack of understanding; it was incompatible 

with black students, black communities, and black culture as a whole. Com- 

pounding matters further was the willingness of black parents to express 
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this sentiment at inopportune times, such as in front of their own children, 

other students, or even entire classrooms. According to multiple teachers, 

the racial and cultural incongruity between themselves and their students, as 

openly expressed by black parents, made them feel not only insecure as edu- 

cators but also, more to the point, racially stigmatized as people. 

Kate Meredith, a middle school English teacher, epitomized this process 

by recalling a litany of experiences that had accumulated over nearly three 

decades of teaching in predominantly black schools. At this point in her ca- 

reer, Mrs. Meredith was starting to give serious consideration to retirement. 

Still, even after all this time, she remembers, in vivid detail, the very first time 

a parent questioned her ability to effectively teach black students. I recount 

our discussion at length. 

BELL: You mentioned that parents have made you feel uncomfortable 

because of your race. Do you have any specific examples? 

MRS. MEREDITH: Oh, god, yes [laughs]. I don't know how much time 

you got, but I can talk about parents for hours. I mean, they're the 

worst. Well, I probably shouldn't say that, some are amazing and very 

helpful, but some are hell-bent on tearing down anybody that upsets 

their kid, especially if you're white. 

BELL: Can you elaborate? 

MRS. MEREDITH: Yeah, um, I remember my first year as a teacher. 

Here I am, fresh out of college, bright-eyed and ready to change the 

world, and by the end of the first week I was ready to quit and do some- 

thing else. I’m pretty sure I went home crying every day for almost a 

month. It was that bad. Um, I remember this boy, Michael, he always 

gave me shit for no reason at all. ’'m talking 8:30 in the morning and he 

already has an attitude. So one day, we're like twenty minutes into class 

and he just starts being a jerk. He won't let me take attendance, he’s 

yelling at me, yelling at his classmates, so I just lost it. I yell at the top of 

my lungs, “Get out of my classroom and don't come back,” you know. I 

didn’t want to be that teacher, I hate teachers like that, you know, yell- 

ers, but I was over it. So he gets up, flips over his desk, and storms out 

of the classroom. I knew in the moment that I didn't really handle it 

well, but I just didn’t care, I was happy to see him go. A few of my kids 

helped me clean up the mess and we got on with the day [long pause]. 

BELL: Are you OK? 
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MRS. MEREDITH: Yeah, I just, um, I should’ve known it wasn't over, 

but I was brand-new to teaching, what the hell did I know? So, um, 

later in the day, I’m sitting with my kids, setting them up in small 

groups, then all of a sudden, boom, this woman, this grown woman 

who I'd never seen before just burst into my classroom. She slams 

the door behind her and starts screaming at me in front of the entire 

class. “Why did you kick my son out of class?” I was in shock. I froze. 

My mind went completely blank until I saw Michael standing behind 

her. So now I know it’s about to get crazy, and she just starts yelling all 

of these racist things, you know. Just god-awful things. 

BELL: Wow. 

MRS. MEREDITH: Yeah, I know. This was all in front of the kids. She 

was pretty much screaming at the top of her lungs, telling her son, “Don't 

listen to this white lady, she doesn’t know what she’s talking about,’ you 

know. It seemed like this went on forever, but, um, finally the teacher in 

the class next to me, a black woman, she heard what was going on and 

came in the class and got her out of there. I looked at my kids and I just 

broke down. I completely fell apart. We have a bathroom in my class, so I 

just ran inside the bathroom and shut the door behind me. I didn’t even 

turn on the lights, I just sat there crying. I was completely humiliated. 

At this point, Mrs. Meredith’s voice cracked and she had tears in her eyes. 

I could see that she was visibly upset, so I asked her if she wanted to take 

a break. I also reminded her that if need be, we could stop the interview 

altogether. Mrs. Meredith shook her head and said it was OK to continue. 

Still, as she wiped tears from her eyes, it was clear that she was grappling 

with painful memories. Mrs. Meredith recounted a number of stories, de-' 

tailing the ups and downs of a career in education that spanned three de- 

cades. With this retelling, however, the trauma she experienced as a first-year 

teacher came rushing back in real time, causing her to become emotional for 

the only time during our entire interview (which ended up being one of my 

longest). As we explored this experience further, Mrs. Meredith posited that 

race—more specifically, whiteness—was the “real reason” for her treatment. 

From her perspective, the repeated use of the word “white,” interspersed 

with invective, was clear evidence that she was being targeted because of her 

race, not because of her actions. Therefore—and, again, after thirty years as 

a teacher—Mrs. Meredith explicitly connected one of the most traumatic ex- 

periences of her career to white racial identity. 
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This example captures the pattern by which white teachers came to feel 

uncomfortable, or in this case “humiliated,” because of their racial identi- 

ties. Whenever a black student or black parent specifically invoked whiteness 

while objecting to student-teacher interactions, it indicated to white teach- 

ers that they were being singled out because of their race. This process con- 

sistently led to feelings of frustration, humiliation, sadness, anger, and even 

guilt. Overwhelmingly negative and specifically tethered to whiteness, these 

emotions had the power to disrupt relationships and destroy confidence. 

They also served as a powerful reminder that whiteness, as a social category, 

occupied a more precarious position within these particular spaces.” That is, 

within Brick City schools, to feel white was to feel mistreated, to feel stigma- 

tized, to feel marked as the racialized other. 

I Do Everything as a White Teacher 

How can I be an effective teacher if I’m constantly looking over my 

shoulder? How do I know one of my students won't misinterpret something 

I say and I get labeled a racist or that teacher that hates black people? You 

just never know for sure, so you have to be extremely careful. So I keep 

that in the back of my mind, you know. You're not just a teacher, you're 

a white teacher. ... I do everything as a white teacher. 

—LEAH THOMPSON, 33 

Seeing white and feeling white were both highly salient steps in the process 

of becoming white teachers. The third step—being white—moves beyond ra- 

cial recognition and feelings of discomfort and crosses into the realm of be- 

havior, performance, and any manner of doing whiteness.** For the teachers 

I interviewed, white racial identity was never an explicit process before they 

started working in predominantly black schools. In fact, in a general sense, re- 

inforcing the invisibility of whiteness through personal behavior is a crucial, if 

not always conscious, characteristic of being white in a white-dominated soci- 

ety. As John T. Warren notes, “Whiteness, while a systemic historical process 

that is diffuse and abstract, is also located through embodiment—through a 

repetition of mundane and extraordinary acts that continually make and re- 

make whiteness, all while eluding scrutiny and detection.’” Within Brick City 

schools, though, making and remaking whiteness while “eluding scrutiny and 

detection” was virtually impossible, as whiteness, in the form of white teach- 

ers, was easily detected and outwardly scrutinized via symbolic interactions. 

On the lighter side of such scrutiny, teachers were accused of dressing 

“like a white boy” or talking “like a white girl” As one teacher put it, “The 
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kids get a kick out of the way I dress, they always make fun of me for dress- 

ing like a white boy.’ Conversely, on the more serious side, teachers endured 

“racially charged insults,” they were accused of discriminating against black 

students, and they were often criticized for being insufficiently attuned to, 

and culturally incompatible with, the behavioral patterns and learning styles 

of their predominantly black student bodies. With their racial visibility in 

mind, white teachers were well aware that any aspect of their behavior, from 

interacting with students to pedagogical praxis, ran the risk of being inter- 

preted racially, meaning that their actions could be attributed to their racial 

identity. Thus, they took steps to perform whiteness, to be white in ways that 

presented more amenable, more racially compatible versions of themselves. 

If, throughout the country more broadly, the performance of whiteness 

typically comprises unrecognizable and unintentional acts, the context of 

Brick City schools rendered such acts recognizable and intentional. After 

seeing themselves as white, and subsequently experiencing the discomfort, 

sadness, and anger that accompanied feeling white, white teachers sought 

ways to accept the former while reducing the later. They made peace with 

that fact that their own racial identities were suddenly visible to them, but 

they actively strategized and consciously acted in ways that minimized the 

likelihood of them feeling like the racial other. Also, as professionals, they 

wanted to find an “in” with black students, a process they believed was far 

more difficult than it needed to be. Finally, white teachers wanted to insulate 

themselves from charges of racism, and they found that particular kinds of 

white racial identity were more effective than others in doing so. Thus, in or- 

der to best reach out to their black students, as well as to avoid any racialized 

confusion or confrontation, white Brick City teachers performed compensa- 

tory and protectionary versions of white racial identity. Next I break down 

each process. 

Compensatory forms of white racial identity involved behaviors that 

sought to compensate for the racial and cultural mismatch between white 

teachers and black students.*° Teachers engaging in this type of performance 

did so with the intention of reassuring their students that they accepted, if 

not embraced, black culture. Whether authentic or inauthentic, spontaneous 

or staged, white Brick City teachers routinely described scenarios in which 

they lionized black celebrities, familiarized themselves with black music, 

and, in some cases, even integrated “black vernacular” or “black slang” into 

their own speech patterns. None of this was meant to be mocking or con- 

descending toward black students, but as one teacher, Mr. Davidson, put it, 

“You want the kids to know that you understand them and you're not judging 
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them. Even if you have to fake it, you want them to think what's important 

to them is important to you. Otherwise you're just some ignorant, bland-ass 

white person.” 

For Mrs. Scott, her compensatory behavior started off as purely strategic, 

but after multiple years of teaching in Brick City schools, it became some- 

thing more. Looking for a better way to connect in the classroom, Mrs. Scott 

enlisted her students to teach her “their lingo,’ thereby facilitating better 

communication between herself and her various classes. As time went by, 

she came to appreciate the way her black students talked to each other, and 

she found herself repeating their speech habits outside of school. While Mrs. 

Scott initially adapted to the linguistic styles of her black students in order 

to become a better teacher to them, she eventually “saw the complexity in 

how they spoke to each other” and realized that “their communication style 

makes more sense when you see it up close.” As a result, Mrs. Scott, in her 

own words, sometimes speaks “like a fourteen-year-old black girl” When 

asked to provide an example, she replied, “I always find myself saying, ‘Now 

I’m Gucci’ whenever I’m in a good mood. I got that from the kids, you know. 

Tm Gucci’ means ‘Tm good? My husband thinks I’m crazy,” 

After performing a compensatory form of white racial identity at school, 

Mrs. Scott subconsciously integrated parts of her performance into her per- 

sonal life. For other teachers, though, their compensatory performances 

started off strategic and stayed that way. For example, a central goal of this 

strategy was to convince skeptical black parents that whiteness, or being 

white, was not some insurmountable obstacle to reaching and successfully 

teaching black students. Therefore, in order to accomplish this goal, white 

teachers performed their racial identities in ways that reassured black par- 

ents that they did, in fact, possess the requisite cultural competency to not 

only educate but also care for their children. These performances ranged 

from the playful, such as secret handshakes with individual black students, 

to the profound, such as openly celebrating and promoting Black Lives Mat- 

ter.*' Ultimately, through various ways of being white, white Brick City teach- 

ers sought to bridge the cultural gap between black students and themselves 

and, in the process, to become more effective teachers and reassure skeptical 

black parents. 

The other, and in some respects more serious, way of performing white 

racial identity was protectionary. To protect themselves against accusations 

of racism—to avoid being branded a racist—white teachers closely moni- 

tored their behavior, always accounting for the racialized ways it could be 

received and interpreted by black students and their families. Protectionary 
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performances were not immediate. Teachers did not come into Brick City 

schools expecting to be seen as white, nor did they expect their pedagogy 

to be scrutinized through an explicitly racialized lens. After being spatially 

socialized, however, formerly “normal” teachers internalized their new roles 

as white teachers, eventually adjusting their performances to avoid any and 

all forms of racialized stress. This form of white racial identity—this way of 

being white—was much less about teaching and much more about peace of 

mind and self-preservation. 

For Mrs. Weaver, a middle school science teacher, the need to adopt pro- 

tectionary performances of white racial identity resulted from a traumatic 

experience that took place early in her career. In her third year of teaching, 

Mrs. Weaver, in a bout of frustration, scolded her students for not working 

hard and asked whether they wanted to spend their adult lives on welfare. 

Initially unaware that she had done anything untoward, let alone discrimi- 

natory, Mrs. Weaver would quickly learn just how controversial her remarks 

were, particularly considering that they were directed at a room full of black 

children. As she explained, the incident in question quickly grew out of con- 

trol, and it forever altered the way she performs white racial identity in the 

classroom. 

MRS. WEAVER: [had 130 kids, only African American kids, and we 

had them for ninety-minute blocks. .. . 1 remember that I was like, oh 

my god, it was the hardest thing I ever done in my entire life. . . . Just 

to make my year kind of really tough, they were really being bad for 

me and I was very frustrated, and I think I was reading them a riot act 

or something .. . and I said, you know, you need to get to college and 

get a good job, you don't want to spend your entire life on welfare or 

something like that. I was trying to be, like, motivational, but I, they 

didn't take it that way and they pounced on me. . .. They started, like, 

saying I was being racist and being, you know. . . they kind of turned 

the tables. Sort of a mutiny. 

Looking for a way to simultaneously motivate her students, address their 

behavior, and quell her own frustration, Mrs. Weaver blurted out words that, 

intentionally or not, included a reference to the decades-old stereotype about 

African Americans and welfare dependency.” Although she claimed to be 

oblivious to the racialized significance of her words, her black students rec- 

ognized it immediately and responded by “turn[ing] the tables” on her and 

staging a ‘mutiny.’ Unfortunately for Mrs. Weaver, as she goes on to explain, 

the backlash to her comments would only get worse. 
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MRS. WEAVER: So] got very frustrated, and after class I go down and 

talk to Florence, like, Oh my god, that was just an absolute nightmare. ... 

The kids mutinied me. .. . She was a, you know, a black principal, so I 

thought, OK, she can help me. And she did. She was like, “Listen, go get 

a coffee, relax, this happens.’ .. .So I come back the next day and she 

goes, “You have to leave the school, you cant be here.’ So I go, Can I go 

to my room and get stuff? And she says, “No, you have to leave’... And 

she never really told me why. . . . So all of a sudden, Nelly Fisher .. . 

she wrote me a letter and said . . . the kids had kind of said that I said 

all black people are on welfare, and I’m like, What, where would I 

have even gotten that in my entire life? I never would’ve even known 

that statistic... . So I was like twisted all around and then I got sus- 

pended for six weeks. ... And I realized from that day on, you got to 

be super careful, super clever, and super, you know kind of like, lev- 

eled off, and that’s what I’ve done ever since then.” 

Despite her claims to the contrary, invoking “welfare” while chastising 

black students was seen as racially insensitive at best, and explicitly racist 

as worst. As a result, Mrs. Weaver developed a negative reputation, one that 

painted her as a teacher who harbored racial animosity toward her black stu- 

dents. She was not seen as an inexperienced teacher who, under immense 

pressure, made a thoughtless and racially insensitive remark; rather, she was 

seen as a white teacher who openly trafficked in racial stereotypes. This latter 

construction was especially prevalent among her black student body, and to 

her surprise—and frustration—it was quite common among her black co- 

workers as well. As Mrs. Weaver would go on to explain, this “unfortunate in- 

cident” soured her relationships with her black colleagues for years to come. 

MRS. WEAVER: Probably for two or three years, the black teachers in 

the building didn’t talk to me. They kind of shunned me, they didn’t 

look at me, they didn’t invite me to little luncheons or picnics or any- 

thing like that. We were very separate for a long time and, um, really 

it was, I almost had to pretend to be someone I’m not. ... And, um, 

after they sort of got to know me and knew that I was not the evil one 

or whatever, they were like, Wait, maybe she wasnt being racist. So 

after a while they started, their eyes got a little bit more opened and 

they were fine, you know, I got them on my side. 

BELL: You say you had to pretend to be someone else. What exactly 

do you mean by that? 
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MRS. WEAVER: Sure. Well, now I watch every word that comes out 

of my mouth, and sometimes I slip up, I have to admit... . But when 

I do and they still kind of pounce on me and call me a racist or what- 

ever, um, I find that I tend to play up racism more, you know, against 

blacks. I mean, I do think there’s still racism against blacks, but there’s 

racism by blacks too, you know. So I tend to play that up more, espe- 

cially with black teachers. 

After becoming a teacher at an almost exclusively black school, it did not 

take long for Mrs. Weaver to develop protectionary performances of white 

racial identity. Her story was not unique, and it demonstrates why white 

Brick City teachers saw the need to perform whiteness, to consciously be a 

specific kind of white person. Resulting from symbolic interactions that were 

interpreted along racial lines, protectionary forms of white racial identity, at 

their core, were designed to protect white teachers against charges of racism. 

Anytime race became the focal point of student-teacher interactions, white 

teachers believed they were willfully misinterpreted, knowingly misrepre- 

sented, and unfairly mistreated, all under the guise of accountability. They 

also found that any one incident could linger, sometimes for years, affecting 

their relationships with students, parents, and even their colleagues. Because 

the stakes were so high, many teachers decided to be white, or do whiteness, 

on their own terms, ultimately taking control of their newly discovered racial 

identities.“ 

Protective performances of white racial identity, for Mrs. Weaver and 

other teachers, included the careful monitoring of discourse and behavior, 

and the presentation of an artificial or “politically correct” self. Any ac- 

tions that could be perceived as racist were to be avoided at all costs, and any 

words that could be connected to racial stereotypes were to be struck from 

the lexicon. Also, as the educators of black children, white Brick City teach- 

ers knew that any disagreement, no matter how benign, ran the risk of tak- 

ing on a more ominous, more hostile racial significance. Thus, through spa- 

tially specific behaviors, they learned to distance themselves from whiteness, 

particularly from the negative ways it could be constructed and weaponized 

within Brick City schools. Combined with compensatory performances, in- 

terview respondents found that protectionary forms of white racial identity 

bolstered their chances to be successful teachers, all while protecting them 

from unfair criticism and unnecessary stress. 
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CONCLUSION 

Brick City schools, a far cry from the racially segregated, ostensibly nonra- 

cialized environments that normalize whiteness, had a clarifying effect, mak- 

ing the contours of white racial identity both visible and meaningful to white 

Brick City teachers. Based on repeated symbolic interactions, white teachers 

over time constructed new, spatially specific identities for themselves. After 

first seeing themselves in racialized terms, they then started to feel like racial 

outsiders, a status that could manifest itself at any time within their respec- 

tive schools. Finally, following what could be painful and emotional experi- 

ences, white Brick City teachers strategically embraced whiteness, negotiating 

with themselves about when, where, and how to deploy their nascent racial 

identities. Furthermore, discursively, once centered on predominantly black 

schools, rhetorical incoherence gave way to a more precise and determined 

fluency, and white deflection transformed into a concerted focus on white ra- 

cial identity. In a stark departure from their inability to connect race to their 

lives outside Brick City schools, white teachers within Brick City schools could 

easily enumerate the myriad ways that being white affected their daily expe- 

riences. Ultimately—and in the span of a single interview—the very teach- 

ers who previously epitomized white racelessness spoke forcefully to the local 

process of racial socialization.*° 
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4. THE WHITE RACE CARD 

Considerable research has illuminated the ways historical, political, 

and/or economic processes constitute and alter the meanings and ideologies 

of race and white domination, but much less has been done with respect to 

the more intimate, everyday processes that link the self to the racial 

order.—PAMELA PERRY, Shades of White 

I just get tired of people playing the race card all the time. I mean, yeah, 

we still have problems with race, but there has never been a better time to 

be black in America. Stop making excuses.—DAN RADKE, 

Sexton High School 

Not to make excuses or anything, but the racism at Sexton almost makes 

it impossible to do your job. I’m sorry, that's just the truth. 

—DAN RADKE, Sexton High School 

The race card. It is a term that is often used, but rarely defined.' For some, 

the race card is a canard, a myth employed by those looking to make excuses 

and blame others for their personal, cultural, and even moral failings.* For 

others, the very term “race card” is nothing more than a tool used to mini- 

mize the impact of institutional racism and delegitimize the legitimate griev- 



ances of people of color.’ References to the race card can be heard in a variety 

of places, ranging from casual conversations to cable news television.* They 

can be heard in political ads, on talk radio, and even on college campuses.° 

Across the ideological spectrum, you can read about the alleged motivations 

for “the race card” in both online and print publications, including conserva- 

tive outlets such as the Daily Caller, the Federalist, and the National Review, 

as well as more liberal journals such as the Atlantic, the New Yorker, and the 

New Republic.° 

In addition to political and lay commentaries, social scientists too have 

spent considerable time analyzing the various constructions of, and subse- 

quent responses to, the race card.’ Of particular interest is the extent to which 

Americans still believe in the existence and relevance of interpersonal and 

institutional racism.’ While not always framed in the specific “race card” lan- 

guage, countless empirical studies have assessed the general public’s belief, or 

lack thereof, in ongoing issues of race and racism.’ That is, to what extent do 

Americans feel that racial discrimination affects or makes a discernable dif- 

ference today in the lived experiences and life outcomes of white people vis- 

a-vis nonwhite people? Also, to what extent are charges of racism real, and 

to what extent are they fabricated?” An often unstated yet consistent theme 

permeating the many debates and controversies surrounding the proverbial 

race card is that the very term almost always refers to people of color." 

Broken down to its most basic level, the race card is about racial vic- 

timization, or, more specifically, the lack of it. Accusations that people of 

color—and their white allies—play the race card are, in essence, accusations 

of fraud.” In this line of thinking, accusing individuals of playing the race 

card is the equivalent of accusing them of lying, or, at best, exaggerating the 

impact that racial discrimination has on, and in, their respective lives. It is 

a way to question or outright reject someone's claim of racial victimization. 

Central to this entire process is the broader, more general belief that the 

United States is no longer marred by racism, at least not beyond the fringes 

of society.” Unsurprisingly, the extent to which people believe in or question 

the reality of racism in the contemporary United States is in large part pred- 

icated on their racialized experiences.“ Therefore, for white teachers, their 

various perspectives on the legitimacy of racial victimization corresponded 

directly to their lived experiences within and outside Brick City schools. 

Race and, to a lesser degree, space were both relevant factors in the so- 

cial construction of racial victimization. Above and beyond any one specific 

claim was the question of which racial group was making it. That is, for many 

of my interviewees, white teachers told the truth about racial discrimina- 
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tion, but black people played the race card. Throughout my fieldwork, white 

teachers repeatedly accused people of color of fabricating excuses for indi- 

vidual and collective failures, while simultaneously claiming to be victims 

of racial discrimination within predominantly black schools. In one sen- 

tence, they would chastise African American students and families for being 

“too focused on race,’ then, sometimes only moments later, they themselves 

would focus on race, describing it as a legitimate concern and genuine im- 

pediment to professional success. The spatial and demographic bifurcation 

of legitimate versus illegitimate claims of racial victimization is part of a dis- 

cursive and ideological process that I term the white race card. 

In this chapter I show how, as with the spatial conditionality of racial 

awareness, white teachers’ belief in the authenticity of racial victimization 

fluctuated between white and nonwhite racialized spaces. In the former, 

most claims of racial victimization, particularly those made by people of 

color, were almost instantly rejected and dismissed out of hand. As a whole, 

white teachers did not give much currency to the idea that people of color 

experience much racial discrimination today.” Conversely, in the latter, al- 

most any claim of racial victimization made by white teachers was unreflex- 

ively accepted as legitimate. In fact, for the teachers I interviewed, general 

claims of white racial victimization were made all the more real by their own 

experiences within Brick City schools. Thus, even though they expressed 

great skepticism about nonwhite claims of racial victimization, white Brick 

City teachers had no problem accepting white claims of racial victimization, 

nor did they hesitate to make similar claims themselves. Ultimately, the data 

presented in this chapter highlight the degree to which racial victimization, 

though real in its effect, remains socially constructed. 

THE RACE CARD 

With few exceptions, white Brick City teachers were highly skeptical of gen- 

eral claims of racial victimization. Some teachers went beyond skepticism 

and dismissed outright the idea that racism plays a. meaningful role in the 

contemporary United States. The race card, according to my interview re- 

spondents, was a multistep tool that people of color used to shield them- 

selves from personal responsibility and, in the process, make white people 

feel guilty about being successful.’° Step 1 is rampant, out-of-control political 

correctness. Each of the teachers I interviewed, to varying degrees, described 

political correctness as a problem, one mostly perpetrated by people of color. 

Step 2 consisted of making excuses for personal failures. As opposed to tak- 
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ing personal responsibility for their lives, the theory went, too many people 

of color choose to make excuses or, in the words of one teacher, “blame the 

white man for their own fuckups.” In the eyes of white Brick City teach- 

ers, out-of-control political correctness and the incessant need for people 

of color to play the victim, today only served to exacerbate the already tense 

race relations between white Americans and nonwhite Americans. 

I Just Hate How Politically Correct We've Become 

You can't really say or do anything anymore without somebody 

somewhere being offended, you know. It’s like every day now. Oh, some- 

body over here said something that was racist or somebody over there did 

something that was racially insensitive. Like what does that even mean, 

racially insensitive? I don’t know, I just hate how politically correct we've 

become. It’s out of control and I think it’s a way for people to avoid 

dealing with their own lives. —ALLISON HALL, 44 

Dan Radke has been teaching at Sexton High School for six years. Described 

as a “straight shooter” and someone I “should definitely talk to,’ Mr. Radke 

was referred to me by more than one teacher in my snowball sample. True to 

form, one of the first things he said to me during our interview was “Look, 

I don't know what you expect to hear from me, but I’m not the type to pull 

punches, I tell it like it is. That’s just who I am.” In “tell[ing] it like is.” Mr. 

Radke made it clear that he believed racism in the contemporary United 

States was all but extinct. While acknowledging those “neo-Nazi types” who 

apparently live beyond the fringes of polite society, Mr. Radke lamented the 

“much bigger problem” of political correctness. As he repeatedly opined over 

the course of our interview, Mr. Radke saw political correctness as the new, 

sophisticated way to “blame white people for everything wrong in society.” 

In other words, political correctness was just a more complex, more contem- 

porary way of playing the race card. 

Other teachers had similar takes on the purportedly “new world of out- 

of-control political correctness.” Teacher after teacher expressed anger and 

frustration about always having to watch what they say—up to and includ- 

ing telling jokes—lest they be accused of being a racist. Tellingly, as with Mr. 

Radke’s, other complaints about political correctness were explicitly concep- 

tualized as attacks on white people, as another way to blame them for the 

problems associated with communities of color. Denise Bradley, a middle 

school teacher of nine years, was among those who made this point: 
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MRS. BRADLEY: I mean, it’s gotten to the point where you can't even 

make a joke anymore. A simple, harmless joke on Facebook can get 

you fired from your job. Seriously, that happened to close friend of 

mine. She told a harmless joke on Facebook, and all of a sudden she 

was a racist. Somebody reported her, and she ended up getting sus- 

pended and eventually quit. I mean, to be honest, it’s like, um, politi- 

cal correctness is a way to get back at white people, you know. 

BELL: Could you elaborate on that last point? 

MRS. BRADLEY: What, about being against white people? 

BELL: Yes. 

MRS. BRADLEY: Yeah, OK, um. Well, um, I hope I don't sound racist 

or politically incorrect [/aughs], but I think the people who complain 

the most about being hurt or offended or whatever, um, they're not 

white. And not just that, but, um, it’s white people who are always get- 

ting in trouble, you know, like my friend. So look, I think most of the 

people who complain about being offended are not white and they, 

um, they're always complaining about white people. They never com- 

plain about each other, it’s always white people. 

In this brief exchange, Mrs. Bradley made explicit that which is often only 

implied: political correctness is a way for people of color to police the dis- 

course and collective behavior of their white counterparts. She had “noticed,” 

she said, that it was people of color who “complain the most,’ and the com- 

plaints themselves always seemed to be directed at white people, never at 

each other. Also, whether regarding “innocent jokes” or “hard truths,’ Mrs. 

Bradley believed that political correctness entailed people of color, in con- 

junction with “overly sensitive whites,’ using faux outrage and public sham- 

ing to silence anyone—especially anyone who “happens to be white” — who 

ever criticized them, even when such criticism was warranted. Other teach- 

ers conceptualized and spoke of political correctness in much the same way, 

but they contextualized it within the veil of meritocracy. In this sense, polit- 

ical correctness was less about addressing authentic claims of racial victim- 

ization and more about (1) policing white behavior and discourse, and (2) 

punishing white people for their success relative to people of color. As one 

teacher stated rather defiantly, “We're not living in the Jim Crow South here. 

I'm not going to apologize for having money.” 
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While these examples explicitly connect political correctness to attacks 

on, and accusations against, white Americans, interview respondents also 

considered the very existence of political correctness a well-intentioned yet 

blatant form of affirmative action. According to this logic, because of the 

misguided belief that “white people are always the bad guys,’ often, in an 

effort to be politically correct, African Americans and other people of color 

are given opportunities and rewards that they have not earned. For example, 

Mrs. Gray, a high school music teacher, conceptualized political correctness 

as accepting the fact that “things aren't really going to be fair” and that some- 

times “diversity takes the place of merit.’ As such, her biggest objection to 

“pc culture” amounted to an objection to affirmative action. When I asked 

Mrs. Gray if she could provide any examples of more-qualified whites being 

passed over by less-qualified nonwhites, she was unable to do so. Still, she 

remained resolute, claiming that one only had to “look around” to find nec- 

essary proof. Thus, despite her inability to provide specific examples, Mrs. 

Gray maintained that greater parity between whites and nonwhites resulted, 

at least in part, from our new, ostensibly antiwhite, politically correct culture. 

While defining political correctness as an attack against white Americans 

or a covert form of affirmative action was common across interviews, white 

Brick City teachers saved their harshest criticisms of political correctness for 

how it was allegedly used by their students and their students’ families. Com- 

plaints about political correctness in Brick City schools were plenty in num- 

ber and sometimes malicious in content. Because of the way it intersected 

with white Brick City teachers’ professional lives, political correctness in the 

classroom was personal, and for this reason they spoke of it with passionate 

disdain. Mrs. Nelson, a high school math teacher, exemplifies such disdain 

when she discusses the proverbial “pc game.” 

MRS. NELSON: You can't work where I work and not see political cor- 

rectness [laughs]. If you want to keep your job, you absolutely have to 

play the pc game. 

BELL: Can you provide specific examples of playing the pc game? 

MRS. NELSON: Um, OK, so, like we have this new program, computer 

software that is supposed help the students learn Spanish. We had this 

whole pp [professional development] series . . . and I freaking teach 

math, so I didn’t understand why I had to be there. But the part that 

bothered me the most was most of our students can’t even speak En- 

glish. Why don’t we teach them what a noun and a verb is before we 
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try to move to another language? Now this is something I could never 

say. None of us could. We were all thinking it, we all wanted to say 

it, but I guarantee you if just one of us dared to criticize Ebonics or 

whatever it's called these days, we’d all be called racists. Parents who 

can't be bothered enough to show up to parent-teacher conferences or 

send their kid to school with clean clothes will be all over you if you 

say anything remotely critical of black people or culture, you know. 

Mrs. Nelson not only spoke about her students and her students’ parents 

negatively; she did so in a particularly harsh tone. She was not merely angry 

at what she believed to be nonsensical school policy—using software to help 

students learn Spanish—or even the fact that she, a math teacher, was forced 

to attend a professional development series that focused on language arts. 

For Mrs. Nelson, her frustration was rooted in the low skill level of black 

students, the misguided priorities of black parents, and the politically cor- 

rect school culture, which prevented her or any of her white colleagues from 

voicing criticism of either circumstance. To do so, according to Mrs. Nelson, 

was to subject oneself to accusations of racism and thereby put one’s job in 

jeopardy. The possibility of losing her job, all in the name of political cor- 

rectness, has worn on Mrs. Nelson over the course of her career. This, along 

with a host of negative interactions with black students and families, has long 

since engendered a racialized form of resentment that, in both content and 

in form, spills out whenever she talks about her experiences in Brick City 

schools. 

Though variously defined, white Brick City, either implicitly or—as in 

the case of Mrs. Nelson—explicitly, connected political correctness to race. 

More specifically, political correctness was described as a political, economic, 

and social device that, once utilized, was advantageous to people of color 

and disadvantageous to anyone racially designated as white. Furthermore, 

in the eyes of white Brick City teachers, political correctness was fraudulent. 

It was based on little more than hurt feelings and a wrongheaded desire to 

see people of color succeed, even at the expense of better-prepared and more 

qualified whites. In our new, collective consciousness, it was argued, political 

correctness is a way for people of color and their white allies to eschew per- 

sonal responsibility and ignore their own culpability in the maintenance and 

reproduction of racial inequality. Political correctness, then, was constructed 

as a modern-day version of the race card. 
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At Some Point You Have to Stop Making Excuses 

It's always something, you know. “We don't have any money, my mom 

had to work, my dad is in jail” Oh, and racism. Racism, racism, racism. I'm 

not saying we don't have problems, that racism is entirely gone, but the civil 

rights movement was a long time ago. At some point you have to stop 

making excuses. Just get it done.—STEPHEN HAYES, 28 

Lamenting political correctness was only one way that white Brick City teach- 

ers responded to claims of nonwhite racial victimization. The second, and in 

some ways more visceral, reaction was to almost reflexively equate any charge 

of racial discrimination with making excuses or “being a victim.” Throughout 

my time in the field, the word “victim” was always used pejoratively. Accord- 

ing to white Brick City teachers, to complain about racism in modern Amer- 

ica was to be a victim, and to blame your problems on racial discrimination 

was to harbor a “victim mentality.” Although unfortunate, and perhaps un- 

comfortable, for the majority of my interview respondents, if racial inequality 

seemed endemic, then black people and other people of color needed to look 

inward, not outward. Contemporary racial disparities were better explained 

by cultural pathologies and personal failings. Any suggestion otherwise was 

determined to be a counterproductive and outdated excuse. 

A VICTIM MENTALITY 

Collectively, white Brick City teachers were highly skeptical of nonwhite 

claims of racial victimization. This held true in a general sense, as well as for 

the predominantly black students and families that populated their schools. 

Such broad skepticism led most teachers to delegitimize accusations of rac- 

ism, dismissing them as evidence of a “victim mentality.’ From their per- 

spective, a victim mentality is a self-defeating mindset, one that comes with 

“ready-made” excuses and predetermines that other people are responsible 

for your negative life outcomes. No matter its veracity, any complaint about 

racism or racial discrimination was tantamount to a pretext for personal fail- 

ure, and it was this mentality—not racism—that prevented people of color 

from being successful. Alexa Boyd, a middle school math teacher, was one 

teacher who expressed this sentiment: 

BELL: | want to go back to this idea of a victim mentality. What ex- 

actly do you mean by that term? 
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MRS. BOYD: Well, it’s like, um, it’s like this. If you always see yourself 

as a victim, if you think white people are always out to get you, then 

youre setting yourself up for failure, you know. It’s almost like you 

have a ready-made excuse for every time something doesn’t go your 

way, and as long as that’s in the back of your mind—Oh, I didn't get 

the job because I’m black—then you're never going to be successful. 

You're never going to make anything of yourself. 

BELL: Do you believe that having a victim mentality is more of a bar- 

rier to people of color than racial discrimination? 

MRS. BOYD: Absolutely. If you're looking for an excuse to fail, you're 

probably going to fail. You don't need any help from me or any other 

white person. 

Mrs. Boyd not only laments what she considers to be a self-defeating men- 

tality; she also argues that the mentality itself is more consequential, and more 

real, than actual racism. To be clear, Mrs. Boyd did not discount the exis- 

tence of racial discrimination, she just, in an ideological defense of American 

meritocracy, placed the onus of racial inequality squarely on the shoulders 

of nonwhite groups. On this point, she was abundantly clear. When asked 

about the salience of racial inequality today, Mrs. Boyd readily admitted that 

it was “still a problem,” but that did not mitigate her belief that people of 

color needed to dispense with the mentality that they were mistreated and/or 

“owed anything” by the country as a whole. In this sense, any one example 

of racial discrimination, no matter how blatant or consequential, paled in 

comparison to the abundance of opportunity currently available throughout 

the country and was dwarfed by the debilitating and destructive power of a 

victim mentality. 

A similar dynamic was evident when it came to assigning blame for the so- 

cial problems that currently exist in the inner city. White Brick City teachers 

scoffed at the notion that they, or any other white person, were responsible 

for the negative conditions—such as urban blight, poverty, and crime—that 

are commonly associated with inner-city communities.” As such, their deni- 

als of responsibility were more than mere racial ideology: they were personal. 

Historically, racism in America has been associated with the white major- 

ity, and for white Brick City teachers, the modern world was no different." 

Transitively, then, nonwhite claims of racial victimization, past and present, 

are synonymous with claims of white racism. Therefore, if African Ameri- 

cans and other people of color truly experience racism in the contemporary 
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United States, then by definition white people, including white teachers, are 

implicated in an unfair, inegalitarian system. For white Brick City teachers, 

as with many white Americans throughout the broader United States, their 

vehement rejection of nonwhite racial victimization was in part fueled by 

their desire to defend themselves against charges of racism.” 

Today an extensive research literature demonstrates the extent to which 

white Americans hold a particular aversion to being labeled racist.”° Not only 

do they see it as an unfair slander, but as advocates of postracial politics, they 

recoil at the notion that they are somehow culpable in the maintenance and 

reproduction of racial inequality.” This pattern held true for my interview 

respondents: to a teacher, they rejected overt forms of racism. Resultingly, 

because they saw themselves as defenders and practitioners of the colorblind 

tradition, white Brick City teachers outwardly expressed anger and hostility 

toward nonwhite claims of racial victimization, particularly those that per- 

tained to urban education. Paige Vincent, for example, has been teaching in 

Brick City schools for thirteen years, and to this day she struggles with the 

fact that many of her students, as well as their families, think of her as some- 

one who dislikes black people. 

MRS. VINCENT: | do this work because I want to do this work. I’ve 

always wanted to do this work. Being an educator is a big part of who 

Iam. So when, um, you invest in kids—not money, but almost like 

yourself—you put yourself into these kids and you want them to be 

successful, but then out of nowhere, almost without warning, bam, 

youre a racist. A kid gets suspended, you're a racist. A kid fails a test, 

youre a racist. I’ve had kids show up after missing an entire month of 

school, a month, only to have their mom call me a racist because I tell 

her how far he’s behind. It’s very hurtful, especially when you think 

you have a great relationship with a kid and he calls you a racist. I 

mean, most of the time they're just looking for an excuse, but getting 

called racist by kids you care about never gets easy to hear. It hurts ev- 

ery time [long pause]. 

After teaching in a predominantly black school for over a decade, Mrs. 

Vincent still finds it “very hurtful” to be labeled a racist by her students. Even 

though she describes such accusations as nothing more than excuses, she 

nonetheless considers them an attack on her character. Other interview re- 

spondents too equated claims of white racism to racially based excuses, but 

in lieu of sadness, they responded with anger and condemnation. Multiple 

teachers became visibly angry during this portion of the interview, chastis- 
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» « ing their black students and their students’ families as “unserious,” “lazy,” 

and “always looking to pass the buck.’ On more than one occasion, white 

teachers described African Americans who made claims of racial victimiza- 

tion, including their own students, as “race hustlers” or “the real racists.” For 

these teachers, claims of white racism were more than mere accusations: they 

were racist overgeneralizations that were themselves discriminatory against 

whites. In this sense, the very people complaining about racism were the 

ones perpetuating racism, which, according to white Brick City teachers, was 

a feature—not a bug—of playing the race card. 

During my interviews, “playing the race card? which included a combi- 

nation of rampant political correctness, harboring a victim mentality, and 

making excuses for personal failure, was routinely characterized as both un- 

founded and counterproductive. In the eyes of white Brick City teachers, 

nonwhite claims of racial victimization, outside of the most obvious and ex- 

treme examples, were simply not credible. Furthermore, because they un- 

derstood charges of racial discrimination to be accusations against whites 

as whites, a number of teachers took such charges personally, interpreting 

them as an attack on their professionalism and overall character. Thus, not 

only were nonwhite claims of racial victimization seen as fraudulent, but 

the claims themselves were seen as inherently unfair and even racist toward 

whites. Although several respondents expressed sympathetic views toward 

the economic conditions faced by many of their black students, they gave 

little consideration to the idea that racism was all that relevant to their over- 

all chances for success.” As a whole, nonwhite claims of racial victimization 

were not taken seriously by white Brick City teachers, including those made 

by black students and black families. 

THE WHITE RACE CARD 

Although they took a negative and dismissive tone toward nonwhite claims 

of racial victimization, white Brick City teachers saw white racial victim- 

ization as a raw and authentic portrayal of modern American life. For the 

teachers I interviewed, whereas African Americans and other people of color 

“played the race card; whites who complained about racism were the unfor- 

tunate purveyors of “uncomfortable truths.” That is, claims of racial victim- 

ization were interpreted differently when they originated from the mouths 

of white teachers and spoke to the lives of white people. As long as white 

Americans were the supposed target of racial discrimination, then racism, 

whether institutional or interpersonal, was a harsh reality that needed to be 
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openly and honestly confronted. Likewise, whenever people of color were 

the alleged perpetrators of racial discrimination, the skepticism that accom- 

panied charges of white racism was minimal; in most cases it disappeared 

altogether. Within the majority of my interviews—and often in the span of 

a few questions—claims of racial victimization transformed from fiction to 

nonfiction, from fantasy to reality, and from evidence of a victim mentality 

to bold truth-telling about a deepening racial divide. 

The disparate construction of white versus nonwhite claims of racial vic- 

timization is part of a phenomenon I term the white race card. Unlike the 

race card, which was described as an untrue and unfair slander, the white 

race card was real, an authentic characterization of racialized experience. On 

the one hand, the white race card entails making explicit claims of racial vic- 

timization. White teachers repeatedly named racial discrimination as a sig- 

nificant impediment to them and others like them. On the other hand, the 

white race card is validation, particularly validation through personal expe- 

rience. Across interviews, teachers were eager to provide examples of what 

they considered to be “racism against whites.” Some examples were general, 

some were specific; others were not so much examples as ideological state- 

ments. Still, because they perceived antiwhite animus to be ubiquitous within 

Brick City schools, white teachers accepted any claims of white racial victim- 

ization, even those they had not directly experienced. 

The white race card was also an exception, a spatial exception. Contex- 

tualizing these purportedly authentic claims of racial victimization were 

schools where black bodies were the racial norm and white bodies were the 

racial exception. In this regard, the legitimacy afforded to white versus non- 

white claims of racial victimization was contextualized by the incongruent 

racial dynamics of physical space. Generally speaking, nonwhite claims of ra- 

cial victimization situated whites as the numerically, politically, and socially 

dominant group, whereas for white Brick City teachers—particularly within 

Brick City schools—their claims of racial victimization situated whites as 

numerically, politically, and socially subordinate. Therefore, the white race 

card was more than a mere accounting and authentication of white racial 

victimization; it was also a confluence of race and space, one that affected 

both racial experience and racial ideology. Specifically developed and de- 

ployed within the physical space of Brick City schools, the white race card, as 

articulated by white teachers, constituted a form of spatial victimization, the 

concept I turn to now. 
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SPATIAL VICTIMIZATION 

Spatial victimization is a spatially specific claim of racial victimization. It in- 

volves accusations of racial discrimination that are all predicated on being 

of a particular race within a particular space. For my interviewees, being a 

white teacher alone was not sufficient to engender feelings of victimization; 

it was being a white teacher within a predominantly black school that caused 

them to feel like the maligned and mistreated racial other. Another feature of 

spatial victimization is that it did not follow teachers outside of nonwhite ra- 

cialized spaces, at least not to the same degree or with the same level of spec- 

ificity. White claims of racial victimization were rarely made in reference to 

the United States writ large; rather, they were made specifically in reference 

to Brick City schools. Thus, in many ways the most salient aspect of spatial 

victimization is space. Space—or, to be more precise, nonwhite racialized 

space—caused white teachers to become more aware of, and subsequently 

believe in, the authenticity of racial victimization, even in what they rou- 

tinely described as a colorblind, postracial society.” 

Spatial victimization consists of three overlapping and interconnected 

processes. The first, reverse discrimination, is based on the idea that white- 

ness acts as a badge of inferiority within predominantly black schools. As 

such, due to their status as white teachers, my interview respondents claimed 

to be victims of reverse discrimination at every level of their respective work- 

places. The second process, collective whiteness, is the idea that whiteness 

is a collective identity, essentially rendering all white people the same. For 

white Brick City teachers, it came as a shock that before all else, their stu- 

dents and their students’ families saw them as white, subsuming their in- 

dividual identities under a broad and stigmatized racial collective. Finally, 

the third process, black privilege, is based on the idea that black teachers 

have an advantage with black students and black parents. If whiteness is a 

badge of inferiority within Brick City schools, then blackness, by contrast, is 

a badge of superiority. Together, reverse discrimination, collective whiteness, 

and black privilege prompted a reliable, yet spatially specific, belief in white 

racial victimization. 
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It’s Like It's Racism against Whites, It's Everywhere 

I hate to use this phrase, I really do. But it’s almost like reverse 

discrimination, you know. I never thought I would say anything like 

that, but I look around and, um, it’s like it’s racism against whites, it’s 

everywhere. I’m not saying that happens every single day, but it happens 

often enough to be noticeable. —CANDICE SATTER, 35 

On the whole, white teachers believed in the realness and salience of reverse 

discrimination within Brick City schools. During my time in the field, the 

term “reverse discrimination” appeared in all but two of my interviews. There 

was considerable variation, however, in how teachers described reverse dis- 

crimination. That is, though it was a constant theme across interviews, some 

teachers were more vocal than others in detailing their claims of racial vic- 

timization, labeling any perceived slight as an example of antiwhite racism. 

Other teachers, though, were more deliberate in their assessment of racial- 

ized experience. These teachers took the time to consider nonracial explana- 

tions for their alleged mistreatment, only attributing it to reverse discrimina- 

tion when, from their perspective, nothing else made sense. Still, to varying 

degrees, almost all the teachers I interviewed believed that Brick City schools 

exposed them to some form of antiwhite hostility and antiwhite praxis. 

Reverse discrimination came from three primary sources: black teachers, 

black students, and black parents. To their surprise, white Brick City teach- 

ers first felt the sting of racial hostility at the hands of their black colleagues, 

often before the school year had formally begun. For example, Mrs. Meredith 

recalled feeling like an outsider in a series of pre-school year professional 

developments (PDs) that were required by the district. As the only white 

teacher on her eighth-grade team, she felt as though her black colleagues 

purposefully kept her at a distance, leaving her out of much of the planning 

and decision-making processes. 

MRS. MEREDITH: Every year before the kids come, before the year 

starts, we have this whole series of pps. They’re mostly useless, but 

some of them are helpful, you know. But the team, my eighth-grade 

team, we all agreed to meet afterwards to set up a basic framework to 

start the year. Um, we have to deal with the same students, so we all 

wanted to be on the same page in terms of expectations, discipline, 

you know, stuff like that. Well, from the very beginning I felt like I 

was an outsider, like they looked at me differently. 
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BELL: Were these teachers black? 

MRS. MEREDITH: Oh, yeah, I'm sorry. Yeah, my team was very 

unique. Out of all the teachers in the school, only six or seven of them 

were black and three of them were on my team. We had four-teacher 

teams, and of the four of us, it was three black teachers and me, you 

know, the white lady [Jaughs]. So, like I was saying, I was excited to 

get a game plan for the year because those first couple of weeks are 

absolutely crucial. But they didn’t include me. They wouldn't listen to 

any of my ideas, they kept talking over me. Then, like a week or two 

after the year started, I come to find out they had met several times 

without me. I mean, I know if three white teachers did that to a black 

teacher, shed yell racism, and she might even be right. So the only 

reason I think they treated me like that was because I’m white, you 

know. I wasn't one of them. 

Unable to think of a plausible reason for her mistreatment by her black 

colleagues, Mrs. Meredith concluded that she was being excluded simply be- 

cause she was white. That she was ignored, overlooked, and all but treated 

as an “uninvited guest” by her fellow team members eventually caused Mrs. 

Meredith to connect various work experiences to her social status as a racial 

minority. Interestingly, though, despite her contention that black teachers 

were sometimes prone to reverse discrimination, Mrs. Meredith also empha- 

sized that “at the end of the day, it was no big deal?” Other teachers followed 

a similar pattern. After providing an example of reverse discrimination that 

allegedly occurred at the hands of black coworkers, white Brick City teachers 

would immediately mitigate its severity by laughing it off or describing it as 

not “that big of a deal.” Mrs. Thompson exemplifies this process when talking 

about the kitchen staff at her school. 

MRS. THOMPSON: OK, so I don't know if this is that big of a deal, 

but I was thinking of cliques in my school. The, um, kitchen staff, all 

black women, they’re hilarious, they're so much fun, but they have 

this, their own little clique, and they only let people in that are black. 

They dont let, um, I honestly think they don't like white people. 

They'll give free food to the black teachers, they'll do all this stuff, but 

lll go ask for change and they won't give it to me, they like wont. I 

have to go ask my friend Anthony if he can go get me change for five 

dollars and he goes and gets it right away [/aughs]. But it’s like, they 

have their own little clique downstairs and they’re very, um, very evi- 
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dent in their likings, I guess, of other staff members, and it’s not white 

people. So, yeah, I mean, I like them. Like I said, they’re really funny, 

but they might just be a tad bit racist against whites [laughs]. That's 

fine. I just wanted to make sure I brought that up. 

Here, by laughing while recalling her inability to get change from her 

school’s all-black cafeteria staff, Mrs. Thompson displayed a bit of levity, even 

as she depicted what she believed was racially discriminatory behavior. Dis- 

cursively, Mrs. Thompson wanted to convey the idea that many of her black 

colleagues engaged in reverse discrimination, and she also intimated, some- 

what paradoxically, that reverse discrimination by those colleagues was not 

all that serious. She even went so far as to describe the cafeteria staff from 

her story as just “a tad bit racist.’ Overall, while Mrs. Meredith, Mrs. Thomp- 

son, and others dismissed or laughed about racially discriminatory behavior 

when it came from black colleagues and building staff, they took a decidedly 

different tone when it came from black students and black families. In these 

retellings, all levity and lightheartedness disappeared, as this form of reverse 

discrimination was more serious and consequential. 

Ms. Western, a veteran high school teacher, recounted two stories, one 

that had happened recently, and another that had happened over twenty 

years ago in one of her first years of teaching. Each story involved negative 

interactions with black students, and in both cases, Ms. Western attributed to 

her treatment to reverse discrimination. In the first story—the more recent 

of the two—Ms. Western describes finding a racially discriminatory message 

carved into one of the desks in her classroom. 

MS. WESTERN: You want to hear about what it’s like to be white at 

Northside, let me tell you about something that happened fairly re- 

cently. It just happened like a month or so ago. I was in a pretty good 

mood, It was Friday, we were done with testing for the year, and I was 

just, I don't know, I was happy... . So ’'m cleaning up my room, you 

know, that's always the last thing I do before I go home. . . . 'm walk- 

ing around the class clearing everything off of the students’ desks. .. . 

There was this one desk with a huge stack of papers on it. I’m not go- 

ing to say who it was, but, um, this student always leaves stuff behind, 

but at the same time, he is one of my favorite students. When I grab 

the papers off of his desk, I see that, um, carved into the desk, it says, 

“T hate white people.” And, um, I was shocked. I know exactly who it 

was, you know. He had his head down the whole time, he was distant 

and not himself. And I know for a fact it wasn't there before, and just 
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like that my good mood was gone. So much for being happy. It pretty 

much ruined my entire weekend. 

Ms. Western went on to describe how “awful” seeing the words “I hate 

white people” carved into a desk in her classroom made her feel. She talked 

about feeling both sad and anxious: sad because, given that the desk was in 

her room, the message was probably directed at her, and anxious because 

she felt helpless to do anything about it. Even if she were to report the stu- 

dent in question to the school principal or vice principal, she did not feel 

that anything of consequence would come of it, because “he would just deny 

it was him?’ Also, as she pointed out, the accused student was someone she 

admired. Ms. Western felt as though she had a strong relationship with this 

student, and up to that point, she had counted him among her favorites. That 

this particular message came from him, which she later confirmed, “added 

insult to injury,’ and it caused Ms. Western to take it more personally than 

she otherwise would have. ; 

The second story happened over two decades ago when Ms. Western was 

a new teacher fresh out of college. It involved a both a student and a parent. 

According to Ms. Western, one of her students was disruptive to the point 

where it was “impossible to teach,’ and when she called the student’s home, 

she was subjected to a “racist onslaught” by the kid’s mom. This one incident 

affected Ms. Western so deeply that it still impacts her decision-making pro- 

cesses. Today calling home to report student behavior is something she is re- 

luctant to do, even under the most stressful and strenuous of circumstances. 

MRS. WESTERN: I stayed up all night working on my lesson plans, 

and I had about three or four hours of sleep. I was literally exhausted. 

Three weeks into teaching and things were not going well at all. I felt 

totally unprepared to do my job. ... And this kid, I will never for- 

get him for as long as I live. . . . He’s just disrupting the class all over 

the place. I tried to ignore him, just let him do his own thing, but he 

flipped over a desk and slapped a pencil out of another student's hand. 

So I’m like, OK, I have a decision to make. I can send him to the office 

or try to handle it myself. I tried to handle it myself by calling [his] 

mom, you know. Big mistake. As soon as she picks up the phone, she 

just lays into me with this racist onslaught. ... Why can’t you white 

people leave me alone? Why are you even there, you know? I'm like, 

Look, lady, your kid is out of control, then she blows up at me. You 

know, swearing at me and calling me names. I actually ended up 

hanging up on her. I’m not going to sit there and listen to some un- 
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involved parent bitch about how awful white people are just because 

her kid is a disaster. So she ends up calling the school demanding to 

speak to the principal, and she said I was being racist against her. Ex- 

cuse me, how was I being racist? She literally called me a white bitch, 

and I never once mentioned race. Not once. If anything, this was re- 

verse discrimination. And you know the worst part is that people au- 

tomatically believed her. ... People looked at me differently after that. 

So now [ hardly ever call home. Somebody’s life literally has to be in 

danger for me to even consider picking up that phone. 

Ms. Western, in retelling her personal stories, demonstrated how many 

teachers interpreted and talked about their experiences with reverse discrim- 

ination. When it came to students and families, teachers repeatedly recalled 

having been treated unfairly due to their race and subsequently feeling power- 

less to do anything about it. They recounted experiences in which, after being 

subjected to racialized slurs—such as “cracker” or “white bitch” —they them- 

selves were somehow branded as racists or, as one teacher put it, “turned into 

the bad guy.’ They also talked about being mistreated by superiors for doing 

their jobs, which sometimes included “holding black students accountable.” 

From their perspective, being white prevented them from teaching to the best 

of their ability, because as white teachers, their interactions with black students 

were always scrutinized through the lens of race, a lens that assumes white rac- 

ism as a matter of course. Thus, for white Brick City teachers, the combination 

of racial insults, racial powerlessness, and racially motivated performance lim- 

itations constituted the most common form of reverse discrimination in their 

respective schools. But there were others as well. 

Another claim of reverse discrimination, one that went beyond racial slurs 

and racialized criticisms of job performance, was the alleged existence of a 

racialized glass ceiling on career advancement. Although only a handful of 

respondents made such claims, those who did became angry, striking a more 

aggressive tone and lashing out at what one teacher called a “bullshit system.” 

At the heart of this form of reverse discrimination was the claim that white 

teachers were sometimes passed over for promotions by less qualified black 

teachers and, in one case, a less qualified white teacher who “pandered to bla- 

tant pc culture.” For example, Mrs. Edwards, an almost thirty-year veteran 

of the Brick City School District, had recently applied for a vice-principal 

opening at her school. Despite being “eminently qualified,’ she believes she 

was “screwed out of the job” because of (1) her skin color, and (2) her refusal 

to compromise her standards for the sake of racial politics. 
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MRS. EDWARDS: It’s weird, it’s not as simple as, Oh I’m white so I 

didn't get the promotion, I could've gotten the promotion. The thing 

is, because I am white, I have to go about it a certain way, I can't really 

be who I am or the type of teacher I’ve been. 

BELL: What do you mean by that? Could you elaborate further? 

MRS. EDWARDS: Here, let me give you an example. My entire career, 

I’ve been a no-nonsense type of teacher. I have a reputation for being 

one and done, you get one warning and then you're out of my class- 

room. But when I was interviewing for vp, they kept asking me about 

my position on suspensions, like suspending black kids. I don't know 

what they expected me to say, but I told the truth. If your behavior 

warrants suspension, you should be suspended. If you're constantly 

disrupting the class, if you threaten or assault a teacher or another stu- 

dent, you have to go. ... I don’t care what color you are. Later I come 

to find out that I didn’t get the job because of my position on suspend- 

ing black kids. Mrs. Johnson, you know, the teacher who became vp, 

apparently she was the right type of white lady. She pandered to bla- 

tant pc culture and I didn’t. She agreed to show favoritism to black 

students and I didn't. ... How is that not reverse discrimination? 

Mrs. Edwards's story, and her subsequent interpretation of why she was 

passed over for vice principal, adds more complexity to the concept of re- 

verse discrimination. Namely, it indicates that white teachers could mitigate 

the effects of racial victimization by doing whiteness a certain way or being 

the “right type of white lady.’* Even though it was not as straightforward as 

simply hating white people, forcing white teachers to alter their behavior and 

pander to racial politics, all for the sake of job advancement, was a transpar- 

ent, if not indirect, form of reverse discrimination. Teachers should be evalu- 

ated, it was argued, only on their ability to teach, and vacancies for principal, 

vice principal, or any other administrative position should be filled by the 

most qualified applicants. Using race—or racial politics—in any way while 

assessing job applicants was, according to multiple teachers, inherently dis- 

criminatory against whites. 

Reverse discrimination was a central feature of spatial victimization. 

Though conceptualized differently at times, reverse discrimination included 

a combination of racial exclusion, racial insults, racial pandering, racialized 

criticisms of job performance, and the intersection of racial politics and oc- 

cupational advancement. Without regard to age, gender, professional, and 
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political differences, every teacher I interviewed claimed firsthand expe- 

rience with, and offered numerous examples of, white racial victimization 

within Brick City schools. Still, while ubiquitous across interviews, reverse 

discrimination was but one aspect of this spatialized process. A second com- 

ponent, collective whiteness, also played a prominent role in how white 

Brick City teachers experienced white racial identity and made sense of ra- 

cial victimization. 

Now He Just Hates White People, All White People 

Sometimes I would go home and rack my brain trying to figure out what 

I did wrong. Like, Why is this kid so angry with me, you know? Come to 

find out, he had a run-in with the police a year or two back and it went very 

badly. Now he just hates white people, all white people. I've known this 

kid for less than a month and he thinks I’m the devil reincarnate. 

Just because I’m white.—BRYAN PALMER, 45 

Using herself as a conduit to explore the advantages of being white in the 

contemporary United States, educator and critical whiteness scholar Robin 

DiAngelo writes about what she terms psychic freedom, defined as the free- 

dom to see oneself as an individual.’* DiAngelo notes, “Because I have not 

been socialized to see myself, or to be seen by other whites as having a race, I 

dont carry the psychic burden of race.” She continues, “I don't have to worry 

about how others feel about my race. I don't have to worry that my race will 

be held against me.”’° Psychic freedom, then, affords whites an advantage 

not readily available to nonwhites. Whereas people of color are often held 

accountable for the words and actions of other people of color, in a white- 

dominated society such as the United States, whites are individual people, 

each beholden only to their own words, actions, or deeds.” 

DiAngelo’s theory of psychic freedom is born out in my interview data, 

but only those data that pertain to white racialized spaces. When speaking 

in general terms, white teachers presented themselves as individual people, 

unbothered by the words or actions of other whites. When the topic shifted 

to Brick City schools, however, the privilege of psychic freedom did not hold. 

Surrounded by black bodies and openly recognized as white, white teachers 

lost their sense of individuality and instead felt subsumed under a stigma- 

tized racial collective. Within their respective classrooms and schools, gone 

were individual teachers who just happened to be white; they were replaced 

by white people who just happened to be teachers. Whites, as discussed pre- 

viously, are often not seen as individuals in the black imagination, meaning 
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that, at least symbolically, any one white person could be held responsible 

for the behavior and discourse of all white people.” Thus, within the physical 

space of Brick City schools, white teachers lost the racial privilege of psychic 

freedom. They were, in effect, burdened by race.” 

The loss of psychic freedom, or what I term collective whiteness, was fa- 

cilitated by meaningful and consistent symbolic interactions with black stu- 

dents and black families within Brick City schools. Collective whiteness is 

when individual white teachers felt blamed, singled out, or otherwise held 

accountable for something another white teacher—or even another white 

person—said or did in another classroom or in another place. On any given 

day, individual white teachers could face anger and hostility from black stu- 

dents, all because of negative interactions between the students in question 

and other white teachers. After repeated occurrences of “paying for some- 

body else’s fuckup,’ white Brick City teachers became cognizant of the reality 

that they were judged, and ultimately treated, as a group, one constructed 

with little substantive variation among group members. Therefore, collec- 

tive whiteness, the conceptual and experiential opposite of psychic freedom, 

quickly became a function of spatial victimization. 

Mrs. DeYoung spent the first twelve years of her career teaching at an ex- 

clusively white school in rural West Virginia. When her husband was relo- 

cated to Upstate New York for work, she followed and eventually made her 

way to the Brick City School District. After spending her whole life in white 

racialized spaces, spaces she conceptualized as “normal,” Mrs. DeYoung was 

aghast and, at least initially, confused by the hostility she faced from her 

black students. As a teacher new to the district, she had expected some stu- 

dent pushback, but it did not take long for Mrs. DeYoung to notice a pattern 

in the resistance she received from her black student body. To them, “every- 

thing was racist,’ a charge that caught Mrs. DeYoung off guard and eventually 

caused her to ask her team leader for advice. 

MRS. DEYOUNG: Um, uh, and, like, I can't tell you how many times, 

like in the first couple of weeks, if I told a kid that, you know, they 

need to sit down or they need to leave my room because they called 

me a name or whatever, I was called a racist. Here I am, new to the 

city, you know, new to the district, and suddenly I’m a racist. I hadn't 

even learned half their names yet, but they were already convinced 

that anything I said to them was because, you know, they’re black and 

I'm white. I was really confused: like, What did I do? Finally, I had to 

ask my team leader if it was normal for so many students to call me 
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racist, and he laughed. He said something like, Yeah, of course it’s 

normal; they think all white people are racists. 

BELL: At the time, was your team leader white as well? 

MRS. DEYOUNG: Yes. Mr. Ball, he’s white.*° He's actually a principal 

now. 

BELL: Oh, OK. So, do your black students still call you racist today? 

MRS. DEYOUNG: Oh, yeah. All the time. I’m called racist all the time. 

BELL: Does it still bother you? 

MRS. DEYOUNG: Sometimes it does, but not really. They love to pull 

that crap, so I just try to ignore it. 

On arriving in the Brick City School District, Mrs. DeYoung was imme- 

diately exposed to, and informed about, collective whiteness. Baffled by the 

consistency in which her black students labeled her a racist, Mrs. DeYoung 

sought clarification from one of her superiors. In her mind, nothing she 

had said or done came close to constituting racist behavior, so the repeated 

charges of such were both hurtful and confusing. Unaccustomed to working 

with black students, it did not occur to Mrs. DeYoung that they were making 

a general assumption about her because of her racial identity. Conversely, 

Mr. Ball, an educator who had spent years in the Brick City School District, 

found it humorous that Mrs. DeYoung was attempting to find fault in her 

own individual behavior. By asserting that “they think all white people are 

racists,’ Mr. Ball was alluding to collective whiteness, the idea that all white 

people, including white teachers, are essentially the same. Mrs. DeYoung’s 

somewhat dismissive attitude toward collective whiteness today, after a 

dozen years in the district, indicates that satiation may have taken effect. 

Collective whiteness within Brick City schools was bigger than hurtful 

and confusing generalizations; it also affected relationships. According to 

multiple teachers, being thought of as a racist, particularly for, as one teacher 

put it, “shit somebody else did; compromised their ability to form effective 

relationships with black students and black families. If, as was often the case, 

a black student or a black parent had any negative experiences with white 

teachers—or white people in general—white Brick City teachers found that 

the resulting generalizations were not only held against them but also taken 

out on them. That is, the personal characteristics and pedagogical practices 

of any one white teacher, while important, were always competing with the 
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status and stigma of a collective white racial identity. Consequently, in trying 

to form bonds with their students, white Brick City teachers were often held 

accountable for, and were affected by, the beliefs and behaviors of other white 

people, both within and outside Brick City schools. 

Ms. Stacey, for example, spent a considerable amount of time talking 

about the “absolute need” to form meaningful relationships with students. 

Like the majority of teachers I interviewed, Ms. Stacey believed that both 

teacher and student benefited from a trusting, mutually appreciative rela- 

tionship. Also like the majority of teachers I interviewed, Ms. Stacey believed 

that, regardless of her individual behavior, she was routinely held responsible 

for the actions of other white teachers, forcing her to compensate for people 

and processes that were beyond her control. 

MS. STACEY: Yeah, a lot of the students keep you at a distance, es- 

pecially at first. It’s like they see you as something youre not. It’s like 

youre a racist until proven not racist [laughs]. When I look back on 

my life, I can't think of anything I’ve ever said or done that’s racist, but 

the kids, the black kids, some of them look at me like I called them 

the n-word. They just don’t want to let you in. It’s like enjoying the 

company of a white person is out of bounds. Like they'll lose street 

cred or something. You just have to stay at it, you know. Keep at them, 

keep showing them who you are, be true to yourself, and eventually 

they come around. Well, most of them come around, until the next 

year, where you have to do it all over again. 

BELL: Is it the same or similar with black parents or guardians? 

MS. STACEY: Yeah, parents are suspicious of you, I think. They tend 

to think, um, sometimes I think that they didn't have a very good 

experience at school or maybe with a white person, so, like, they’re 

suspicious right away, no matter who you are or even how you treat 

their kids. White is white, and like I said with the kids, if you're white, 

you're racist. Even when you call them on the phone to say something 

to them, you know, something nice, like calling to let them know 

their son or daughter is having a good day. A lot of the time, they 

just don’t want to deal with you. So I have to choose my words wisely 

when I call them. 

Ms. Stacey went on to describe the process of having to prove she was 

not a racist as “demeaning and incredibly frustrating.” She repeatedly com- 

plained about how unnecessarily difficult her job could be, primarily because 
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of the racial mistrust that many black students and black parents harbored 

toward white teachers as a whole. Making matters worse, according to Ms. 

Stacey, was that the entire basis for mistrust was a stereotype-laden carica- 

ture of white people, as opposed to her as an individual teacher. Even though 

Ms. Stacey, for the most part, has successfully navigated racial mistrust in her 

classroom, she sometimes feels that defending herself against charges of rac- 

ism is pointless, because no matter what she says or does, she can never fully 

account for the attitudes and behaviors of other white teachers. As she stated 

later in our interview, “Most days, I’m fine, you know, but sometimes I wanna 

just throw my hands up and say, You know what, screw it. Yeah, whatever, 

were all racist, now will you please sit down and let me teach.” 

Collective whiteness, while a crucial component of the white race card, 

also complicated the social construction of the race card. Remember, for 

white Brick City teachers, the race card was a myth, a ruse used by Afri- 

can Americans and other nonwhites to excuse their personal failures. This 

framework is challenged, however, by white teachers’ own words, particularly 

when trying to disassociate themselves from white coworkers who do har- 

bor racial animus toward black students and black families. For example, Mr. 

Palmer wanted to make it absolutely clear that he, unlike several of his col- 

leagues, treats all of his students fairly, regardless of their racial background. 

MR. PALMER: Look, I'm not going to sit here and pretend that there 

arent any, um, racist teachers at Pattengill, OK? Of course there are. 

We have a lot of white teachers in that building, and a couple of them 

probably shouldn't be working there. But what does that have to do 

with me? Why should I be held responsible for somebody else’s bull- 

shit? In my classroom, everybody gets a fair shake. I don’t care what 

color you are, I don't care where you come from, what your parents 

do or don't do, everybody gets the same treatment in Room 228. But 

if some other teacher did something to piss you off or said some- 

thing that they shouldn't have, somehow that’s my fault, right? I just, I 

[pause], I don't think I should be punished for stuff other teachers do. 

Yeah, some of them might be racist or whatever, but we're not all like 

that. If you want to be treated like an individual, then you gotta give 

me the same consideration. Otherwise it’s just a racist double standard. 

While criticizing the practice of lumping all white teachers together, Mr. 

Palmer acknowledged that there was indeed white racism in Brick City 

schools. To this very point, when addressing whether or not there were 

racist teachers at Pattengill Middle School, he directly replied, “Of course 
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there are.” Mr. Palmer was so focused on defending himself against collec- 

tive whiteness that he failed to realize he was providing corroboration for 

black students who claimed that some of their white teachers were racist. By 

admitting that several of his white colleagues sometimes said or did things 

“that they shouldn't have,’ Mr. Palmer was actively lending credence to non- 

white racial victimization, a process that he previously described as fraudu- 

lent and “completely made up.” He was not alone. Other teachers too, in their 

eagerness to distance themselves from collective whiteness, acknowledged 

the existence of white racism within their respective schools, directly contra- 

dicting their previous construction of white racism as a nonwhite fiction and 

evidence of a “victim mentality.” 

Even though the majority of teachers I interviewed found ways to work 

around racial mistrust, collective whiteness was never far from their minds. 

The construction of white teachers as a single, and often racist, collective was 

interpreted not as some momentary obstacle to be overcome but, rather, as 

an ongoing process that always carried the potential to shape interactions 

and disrupt student-teacher relationships. Furthermore, for white teachers, 

collective whiteness was yet another example of the reverse discriminatory 

practices that permeated Brick City schools. While numerous teachers did 

admit to having white colleagues who occasionally engaged in racist behav- 

ior, they recoiled at the notion that said colleagues or such behavior should 

be held against them personally. Because they were socialized as individuals 

and accustomed to psychic freedom, exposure to collective whiteness caused 

white Brick City teachers great trepidation, ultimately contributing to, and at 

times complicating, their disparate constructions of white versus nonwhite 

racial victimization.” 

Black Teachers Have It Easier. They Really Do. 

It gets so frustrating sometimes. I work and I work to build these relation- 

ships and I make glacial progress. I spend years working my ass off just to 

be accepted, you know, to get them to look at me as a professional, then a 

black twenty-something, fresh out of college, can just stroll in and automat- 

ically have everybody’s trust. I would kill for an advantage like that. And 

that’s what it is, an advantage. Black teachers have it easier. They really do. 

—DENISE BRADLEY, 31 

In addition to reverse discrimination and collective whiteness, there is a 

third component to spatial victimization; black privilege. It was not lost on 

white teachers that if whiteness served as a disadvantage within Brick City 
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schools, then blackness, by contrast, served as an advantage. Acutely aware 

of how white racial identity was conceptualized by many of their black stu- 

dents, white Brick City teachers paid special attention to how their black col- 

leagues were treated by, and interacted with, those same students. The same 

was true for black parents. Interview respondents took notice of how black 

parents responded to black teachers, juxtaposing the respect and trust shown 

to them with the disrespect and mistrust that they themselves received on an 

almost daily basis. Whether discussing their interactions with black students 

or their relationships with black parents, white Brick City teachers expressed 

a strident belief in, and provided what they considered to be relevant exam- 

ples of, black privilege. 

Black privilege fell along three intersecting lines. First, there were teach- 

ers who focused more on the physical embodiment of racial similarity. These 

teachers felt that their black colleagues were privileged because they re- 

minded black students of a parent, an aunt, an uncle, or even a grandparent. 

Second, there were teachers who focused more on the cultural embodiment 

of racial similarity. These teachers felt that their black colleagues were privi- 

leged because they could leverage similar cultural backgrounds to build trust 

and maintain effective relationships with black students and black families. 

Finally, there were teachers who focused on antiwhiteness. These teachers 

felt that black teachers were privileged simply by virtue of not being white. 

In this sense, blackness was the archetypical representation of antiwhiteness, 

and that fact alone established blackness as a privileged category. These sep- 

arate formulations of black privilege, while conceptually different, were not 

mutually exclusive: there was considerable overlap among them. 

Black privilege in the form of physical similarities was mentioned in all 

but four of my interviews. The idea that black students possibly saw black 

teachers as surrogate relatives, or relatives by proxy, was the most prevalent 

form of black privilege articulated during my time in the field. According 

to white teachers, the privilege of blackness, of sharing the physical traits 

and phenotypical characteristics of black students and their loved ones, was 

as immediate as it was pervasive. That is, all black teachers, but particularly 

black women, reminded black students of someone in their lives, thus all 

black teachers enjoyed some form of advantage. Mrs. Martin demonstrated 

this line of thinking when imagining what it would be like to remind black 

students of “their mother or grandmother.’ 

BELL: Do you feel that your job teaching in predominantly black 

schools would be easier if you were black? 
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MRS. MARTIN: Yeah. I mean, think about it. I think my voice would 

carry a lot more weight, um, I would have a lot more authority with 

certain kids if I looked like their mother or grandmother. Can you 

imagine that, that every time you see your teacher, every time she 

tells you to stop misbehaving and do your work, she reminded you 

of your mom? The black teachers in my school can do that; it’s not 

a hypothetical for them. I think it’s an advantage, a big advantage. I 

don't mean to imply that it’s a bad thing. It can be, but it can be a good 

thing too, for the students, I mean. But to answer your question, yeah, 

if I were able to remind my students of their mom or someone they're 

close to, my job would be a hell of a lot easier. 

As indicated here, black privilege in the form of physical similarities was 

constructed as relatively benign. While white Brick City teachers did regard 

phenotype as an advantage that only black teachers enjoyed, they also be- 

lieved it could be pedagogically useful. Reminding black students of author- 

ity figures from their immediate and extended families “could be a good 

thing” if it contributed to the individual and collective benefit of those very 

students. To put it differently, in the hands of quality teachers, black privi- 

lege predicated on physical characteristics was an effective pedagogical tool 

in the effort to increase student achievement and enhance student success. 

That being said, privilege is still privilege. As white teachers, my interview 

respondents were excluded from possessing or utilizing any advantages de- 

rived from physical similarities with black students. Thus, despite its poten- 

tial usefulness, this form of privilege was still an unfair advantage for black 

teachers, meaning it still contributed to the process of spatial victimization. 

The cultural embodiment of black privilege is somewhat unique because, 

unlike its physical counterpart, culture can be learned by anyone.” As dis- 

cussed in chapter 3, one of the ways that white teachers performed whiteness 

was by embracing what they perceived to be black culture, actively incorpo- 

rating it into their pedagogical toolkits. In doing so, they not only sought to 

protect themselves from the negative effects of feeling white; they also wanted 

a stake in culturally based privilege. Although several teachers found this ap- 

proach effective, the interactional benefits of culturally sensitive whiteness 

paled in comparison to actually “being of black culture.’* Black teachers, es- 

pecially those from similar backgrounds as black students, understood black 

culture on a visceral level, speaking the same language and sharing the same 

worldview.” If leveraged correctly, the thinking went, black teachers could 

utilize black culture in a manner that white teachers, even at their best, sim- 
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ply could not match. While they had to strategize and pretend, black teachers 

could simply be themselves, an authenticity that black students recognized, 

respected, and, more times than not, responded to in favorable and prosocial 

ways. Thus, for white Brick City teachers, despite their best efforts to learn 

and make use of black culture, the real and authentic cultural similarities 

between black students and black teachers was yet another source of black 

racial advantage.» 

The third form of black privilege, antiwhiteness, was the one most explic- 

itly associated with racism and white victimization. It was one thing for black 

teachers to benefit from reminding black students of loved ones or from shar- 

ing cultural dispositions, but it was something else altogether for black teach- 

ers to benefit from simply not being white. Whereas black privilege in the form 

of physical and cultural similarities was about the positive traits of black teach- 

ers, black privilege in the form of antiwhiteness was about the negative traits 

of white teachers. Although there is no neat or clear dividing line between 

antiwhiteness and other forms of black privilege, there is a discernable differ- 

ence in how white teachers described and reacted to what they perceived to 

be a problack manifestation of antiwhite hostility. Ultimately, for white teach- 

ers, black privilege that emanated from antiwhite racism was a great source 

of frustration, as it was found to be the most hurtful, most harmful, and most 

indicative of white racial victimization within Brick City schools. 

When the advantages enjoyed by their black colleagues stemmed from 

antiwhite sentiment, it was difficult for white Brick City teachers not to per- 

sonalize and internalize them. Teaching is a social and, at times, intimate 

vocation. Therefore, this particular form of black privilege became personal, 

causing a number of white Brick City teachers to become highly critical of 

themselves, both as educators and as people. For example, after teaching in 

the Brick City School District for close to fifteen years, Mrs. Clark now con- 

siders the antiwhite manifestation of black privilege to be an indictment of 

her personal character. 

MRS. CLARK: When I look at Carol and how the kids respond to her, 

I cant help but think I’m the problem. I know she’s black and that, 

um, she has certain advantages that I don't, but maybe it’s simpler 

than that. Maybe it’s me. 

BELL: Why do you say that? 

MRS. CLARK: Because, um, [pause], I think, um, so take my school, 

for example. There are a lot of white teachers who manage to do just 
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fine, you know. I mean, they deal with the same hostility. Some of 

their students hate white people too, but they still have really good re- 

lationships with their kids. At that point, the only reasonable explana- 

tion is me. What is it about me that—how can I put this? Um, what is 

it about me that makes being white worse? Does that make sense? 

Mrs. Clark struggled to understand why she has had such a difficult time 

connecting with her black students. In her attempts to reconcile the com- 

plexity of race with her experiences as a teacher, Mrs. Clark took notice of 

her black and white colleagues. She acknowledged that Carol, a black teacher, 

was advantaged because she was not white, but she also noticed that many of 

her white colleagues had successfully bridged the demographic gap between 

white teachers and black students. For Mrs. Clark, then, the presence of suc- 

cessful white teachers complicated the idea that white racial identity alone 

accounted for her struggles within Brick City schools. Seeing no other expla- 

nations, she looked inward and eventually came to the conclusion that being 

white combined with her personal character flaws to limit her effectiveness 

as an educator of black students. Other teachers went through a similar pro- 

cess, personalizing the antiwhite form of black privilege to such a degree that 

it essentially became an impeachment of them as people. 

Black privilege as antiwhiteness also affected the way white teachers talked 

about teaching as a profession. Mrs. Edwards, fifty-one, has been teaching in 

urban schools for over twenty years. A lifelong reader, Mrs. Edwards teaches 

language arts at Emerson Middle School, a school with a student population 

that is over 80 percent black. During our interview, Mrs. Edwards repeatedly 

lamented black privilege, describing it as “the racial sorting of teachers.” To 

be clear, Mrs. Edwards was not inherently opposed to sorting teachers into 

different categories, but she believed the sorting in question should be based 

on talent and overall ability. In her estimation, “making it about race” un- 

dermined public education and made a mockery of professional standards. 

MRS. EDWARDS: I’m a good teacher, a damn good teacher. I’ve 

worked extremely hard to become one. I was completely lost my first 

year, but I never gave up and I've never even considered quitting. I 

just worked that much harder to become what my students needed 

me to be, and I’ve been at the same school for close to twelve years, 

while so many other teachers don’t even make it through the year, you 

know. I know it sounds, I don’t know, cocky or whatever, but I’m good 

at what I do, and as a white teacher that’s not always easy. There are so 

many students that are determined to make your life harder. They just 
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don't like white people. Then I meet their parents and I see why. They 

just think all white people are bad, all white people are racist, you 

know. You can tell right away, like on the first day: Oh, this kid has a 

problem with white people. 

BELL: Do you think your job would be easier if you were black? 

MRS. EDWARDS: That's not even a question. Are you kidding me? I’ve 

watched so many black teachers get ahead and they weren't very good 

at all. I don’t want to come across as racist or anything, but this is my 

career, I take it seriously. So just like students give me trouble just be- 

cause I’m white, they'll suck up to black teachers just because they’re 

black. They have it much easier, and I think it affects their teaching. 

Shit, it affects my teaching too. The more we make racial exceptions 

for bad teaching, the less serious teaching becomes. That’s something 

that really pisses me off. 

Mrs. Edwards, more so than others, was highly protective of teaching 

as a vocation. For her, black privilege, in addition to being discriminatory 

against whites, was a direct assault on the profession because it undermined 

the painstaking process of becoming an effective teacher. In her opinion, the 

judgment of who is—or is not—a high-quality educator should be based 

on one’s ability to teach children. Everything else, including race, should be 

excluded as a relevant factor. Still, despite her personal desire to see teach- 

ing become a meritocracy, Mrs. Edwards believed that black teachers had an 

inherent advantage over white teachers, an advantage that was primarily fu- 

eled by antiwhite racism.*° Accordingly, when asked whether her job would 

be easier if she were black, Mrs. Edwards replied that it would, going so far 

as to assert, “That’s not even a question.” All told, from her perspective, black 

privilege not only masked the shortcomings of some of her black colleagues 

but also undermined the profession of teaching as a whole. 

Whether based on physical similarities, cultural similarities, or antiwhite- 

ness, black privilege was a real phenomenon in the minds of white Brick City 

teachers. Within predominantly black schools, they felt inherently disadvan- 

taged by white racial identity, which, by contrast, meant that their black col- 

leagues were inherently advantaged by black racial identity. In the case of 

physical and cultural similarities, black privilege was described as relatively 

benign or even pedagogically useful, but in the case of antiwhiteness, it was 

described as racialized mistreatment or outright racism. No matter how it 

was constructed—and despite its potential benefits to black students—black 
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privilege was still considered a racially discriminatory process, one that made 

teaching in the Brick City School District easier for black teachers and more 

difficult for white teachers. In conjunction with reverse discrimination and 

collective whiteness, black privilege completed the conceptual and experien- 

tial process of spatial victimization, and spatial victimization, both personal 

and communal, provided the evidentiary foundation for the white race card. 

CONCLUSION 

“Playing the race card” is a common phrase in the contemporary American 

lexicon. It is meant to undermine claims of racial victimization, and typi- 

cally it is deployed by white Americans in response to specific claims made 

by people of color.” This pattern permeated my interview data, specifically 

when white teachers shared their general thoughts about racism and racial 

inequality. Almost reflexively, white Brick City teachers scoffed at the no- 

tion that nonwhites in general, and African Americans in particular, were 

exposed to “real racism” in their lives, today. Any claim that racial discrim- 

ination prevented people of color from being successful was, according to 

white Brick City teachers, an excuse for personal failure and the inevitable 

outgrowth of a hypersensitive, politically correct culture. In lieu of “blam- 

ing the white man for all their problems,” people of color needed to take 

personal responsibility for their lives and, as more than one teacher put it, 

dispense with the destructive and counterproductive “victim mentality.” 

Once the topic shifted to white racial victimization, however, everything 

changed. 

Brick City schools, just as they had done with racial awareness, elevated 

racial victimization by making it more visible, and more salient, to white 

teachers as they navigated the spatialized contours of white racial identity. In 

stark contrast to their construction of nonwhite racial victimization, white 

Brick City teachers found white racial victimization much more credible, 

particularly when it affected them personally. Within the physical space of 

Brick City schools, white teachers saw themselves as the racialized other, 

which allowed them, at least numerically, to experience racial identity from 

the perspective of racial minorities.** As a result, the teachers I interviewed 

not only felt excluded and ostracized by the racial majority but also believed 

that their ability to become effective educators and move up the professional 

ladder was unfairly limited by racial discrimination. Looked at holistically, in 

a very real sense, the specter of racial victimization became valid only under 

specific racial and environmental conditions. 
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The data in this chapter demonstrate the degree to which racial victim- 

ization, like race itself, is a social construction. Although often appearing to 

be self-evident—chattel slavery and Jim Crow segregation, for example— 

racial victimization is always in the eye of the beholder. In their broader, 

more general construction, white Brick City teachers constructed racial vic- 

timization as little more than a farcical attempt to make excuses for personal 

failures (the race card). In their personal, spatially specific construction, these 

same teachers treated racial victimization as an obvious and overt process 

that negatively affected them as people and undermined them as profession- 

als (the white race card). Whether in the form of reverse discrimination, col- 

lective whiteness, or black privilege, white racial victimization was as real in 

the minds of white Brick City teachers as nonwhite racial victimization was 

imagined. Next I contextualize these competing notions of racial victimiza- 

tion within a purported culture of postracialism, one that posits colorblind- 

ness as its normative racial ideology. 
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9. COLORBLIND 

National survey data suggest that a majority of whites view race relations 

through the lens of color-blindness. ... The new color-blind ideology does 

not, however, ignore race; it acknowledges race while disregarding racial 

hierarchy.—CHARLES GALLAGHER, Color-Blind Privilege 

I was raised not to see color, and that’s exactly how I've lived my life. I think 

wed be in a much better place if we really were colorblind, you know, if we 

stopped making everything about race.—AMANDA COSTA, 

East Genesee Middle School 

Race can't escape this place. Youd have to be blind not to see it. 

—AMANDA COSTA, East Genesee Middle School 

In the landmark Plessy v. Ferguson case of 1896, the United States Supreme 

Court, in a 7-1 ruling, upheld the doctrine of “separate but equal,” thereby 

providing constitutional legitimacy for Jim Crow segregation.! Justice John 

Marshall Harlan, in the lone dissenting opinion, famously wrote, “In view 

of the constitution, in the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior, 

dominant, ruling class of citizens. .. . Our constitution is colorblind, and 

neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens.” Thus, as far back as the 



nineteenth century, only three decades removed from chattel slavery and the 

American Civil War, colorblindness was being promoted from one of the 

highest levels of government.’ Today, in the contemporary United States, a 

majority of whites, as well as many people of color, subscribe to the racial 

ideology of colorblindness.* Distilled down to its most basic level, racial col- 

orblindness seeks to omit racial classification as a meaningful determinant of 

both personal identity and institutional functioning.° Therefore, it is argued, 

individual people, groups, the law, employers, schools, universities, and espe- 

cially social policy should adhere to a strict code of colorblindness, eschew- 

ing race-consciousness in every aspect of society.° 

Related to, and in many ways undergirding, the idea of colorblindness, 

is the widespread belief that the country as a whole has formally entered a 

state of postracialism.’ Since the conclusion of the civil rights movement, but 

particularly over the last three to four decades, a broad swath of the Amer- 

ican public has proudly proclaimed that America, rising above its white su- 

premacist and discriminatory past, is now best characterized by racial egal- 

itarianism.® Ostensibly no longer burdened or bolstered by race, the logic 

goes, all Americans now have the freedom and opportunity to pursue their 

dreams unencumbered.’ As such, claims of racial discrimination, especially 

those made by people of color, are questioned, treated with skepticism, and, 

in many instances, dismissed altogether.’° This particular belief only grew 

stronger after the election of Barack Obama as the first African American 

president of the United States.” 

In this chapter I examine the intersection between ideology, experience, 

and discourse. More specifically, I compare the racial ideologies of white 

Brick City teachers with their own racialized experiences within predomi- 

nantly black schools. In the majority of cases, I found that the racial ideology 

of colorblindness and the assertion that we are beyond race were both con- 

tradicted by repeated claims of white racial victimization. Also, without be- 

ing specifically pointed out, this particular contradiction was unrecognizable 

to white teachers. When confronted with their ideological and experiential 

contradictions, interview respondents struggled to make sense of their own 

words, a process that triggered a range of defense mechanisms. Ultimately, 

white Brick City teachers found creative ways to distance themselves from 

their own contradictions, negotiating a compromise between their norma- 

tive racial ideologies and their spatially specific racialized experiences. 

This chapter proceeds in two parts. The first focuses on what sociologist 

Joe Feagin calls the white racial frame, a framing of society that minimizes, 

rationalizes, and justifies racial inequality.’* Central to the white racial frame 
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is ideology, a set of ideas and ideals that filter the way white Americans view 

issues of race, racism, and racial inequality.’ More than anything else, white 

Brick City teachers expressed their belief in the racial ideology of colorblind- 

ness, principally supported by the sincere fiction of a postracial America.“ 

The second part of this chapter looks beyond racial ideology and analyzes 

the way it intersects with, and is contradicted by, actual experience. This sec- 

tion juxtaposes the ideological premise of a colorblind, postracial America 

with the experiential reality of color-conscious, hyper-racialized experiences. 

With few exceptions, white teachers held strong to their belief systems, even 

in the face of contradictory evidence. In this section I also introduce the con- 

cept of spatial negotiation, the process by which white teachers rationalized 

and made sense of their ideological and experiential contradictions. Ulti- 

mately, I show that nonwhite racialized space and highly racialized interac- 

tions, while consequential, have an uneven effect on white racial ideology. 

THE WHITE RACIAL FRAME 

Joe Feagin defines the white racial frame as the “broad, persisting, and dom- 

inant racial frame that has rationalized racial oppression and inequality and 

thus impacted all U.S. institutions."° He continues, “The white racial frame 

is a centuries-old worldview and has constantly involved a racial construction 

of reality by white and other Americans, an emotion-laden construction pro- 

cess that shapes everyday relationships and institutions in fundamental and 

racialized ways.” Feagin conceptualizes the white racial frame in a multi- 

faceted and multidimensional way, accounting not only for institutional and 

interpersonal arrangements but also for emotions and other affective dimen- 

sions. In this sense, the white racial frame moves beyond cognitive or ideo- 

logical processes and explicitly addresses the visceral and emotional aspects 

of white supremacy. Finally, according to Feagin, the white racial framing 

of society includes an expansive rationalization of racial inequality, one that 

is often used to reconcile white social, political, and economic dominance 

within a presumably colorblind, egalitarian society. 

Throughout my fieldwork, white Brick City teachers routinely spoke in 

ways that reflected a white racial framing of society. Not only did they con- 

struct whiteness as normal, as a category devoid of racial significance, but 

they also rejected—except in the most extreme and obvious of cases—all 

nonwhite claims of racial victimization.’ By positioning whiteness as a 

meaningless physical characteristic, white Brick City teachers were able to 

chastise and lament people of color for giving too much primacy to their own 
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racial identities. Furthermore, by rejecting all, or most, nonwhite claims of 

racial victimization, white Brick City teachers were also able to attribute any 

ongoing racial disparities between whites and nonwhites to the cultural and 

personal pathologies of the latter, as opposed to the systemic structural ad- 

vantage of the former. In short, white teachers framed race in a way that de- 

nied the salience of white racial identity and rationalized the causes and con- 

sequences of contemporary racial inequality.” Central to this framing was 

the racial ideology of colorblindness. 

COLORBLINDNESS: IDENTITY AND IDEOLOGY 

In his highly acclaimed book Racism without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and 

the Persistence of Racial Inequality in the United States, sociologist Eduardo 

Bonilla-Silva offers a comprehensive theory of colorblind racism.” Describ- 

ing the utility of his theory, Bonilla-Silva writes, “The United States does not 

depend on Archie Bunkers to defend white supremacy. . . . Modern racial 

ideology does not thrive on the ugliness of the past or on the language and 

tropes typical of slavery and Jim Crow.’ He continues, “Today, there is a san- 

itized, color-blind way of calling minorities niggers, Spics, or Chinks. Today 

most whites justify keeping minorities from having the good things of life 

with the language of liberalism.” According to Bonilla-Silva, the ideology 

of colorblindness has changed since the end of the civil rights movement. 

Whereas colorblindness was once regarded as the cure for white supremacy, 

today it is one of the chief mechanisms perpetuating it.” 

Colorblind racism entails four interconnected frames: abstract liberalism, 

naturalization, cultural racism, and the minimization of racism.” Here I focus 

on two, abstract liberalism and minimization. According to Bonilla-Silva, 

abstract liberalism is “using ideas associated with political liberalism . . . 

and economic liberalism in an abstract way to explain racial matters.’ So 

whereas civil rights activists promoted colorblindness as a means of top- 

pling Jim Crow, today colorblindness is used to attack affirmative action and 

other ameliorative forms of race-consciousness. The second frame, minimi- 

zation, minimizes the significance, and at times the very existence, of racism 

in the contemporary United States. Whether interpersonal or institutional, 

the minimization frame all but erases racial discrimination today, paving 

the way for biological or culture-based explanations for racial inequality.” 

While the other two frames were certainly present in my interview data, ab- 

stract liberalism and the minimization of racism both played outsized roles 

in shaping the way white Brick City teachers looked at the world racially. 
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Other scholars have also theorized about colorblindness in modern soci- 

ety.”° In a number of institutions, colorblindness has been shown to hamper 

racial progress and reproduce racial inequality, all while appearing to be a 

fair and just approach to the social world.” A powerful ideological frame- 

work, colorblindness is a way to distort reality and is often used to deny the 

overwhelming evidence of racial stratification.** In addition, by benefiting 

from the moral weight of history, colorblindness has now become an iden- 

tity.” That is, many white Americans today wear colorblindness as a badge 

of honor, as a public display of their enlightenment and racial liberalism.” 

Despite this construction, particularly given the ongoing reality of racial seg- 

regation and other examples of race-consciousness, colorblindness has func- 

tioned more as an interactive “now you see race, now you don’t” process, 

not a hardened philosophy to live by.” Materially, the ideological and expe- 

riential interplay between colorblindness and color-consciousness provides 

context for the data presented in this chapter. Despite their ostensible com- 

mitment to colorblindness, white Brick City teachers displayed a remarkable 

tendency to look at their schools, their students, and themselves in highly 

racialized ways. 

I Don't Understand Why We Can't Be Colorblind 

I’m not crazy, I know that there're still racists out there, on both sides, you 

know, but I really am confused about why that is. I mean, if we just saw 

each other as people, living, breathing people with feelings and emotions, 

wed be a lot better off. We wouldn't have so much hate. I don’t get why that’s 

a bad thing, I don't understand why we can't be colorblind. It’s 2015, you 

know. If we can't get past race now, then we probably never will. It’s 

kind of heartbreaking.—JESsI MCCORMICK, 42 

As a group, white Brick City teachers were highly supportive of, and rhetor- 

ically committed to, the racial ideology of colorblindness. Across nearly all 

interviews, teachers expressed their fidelity to the idea that people should be 

treated as individuals, judged not by their racial classification but, as so many 

of them repeated, by the “content of their character.” Framing it cyclically, 

white Brick City teachers described colorblindness as something that every- 

body should be afforded, as well as a principle that everyone should adhere 

to, thereby ensuring that no individual person, of any race, would ever feel 

the sting of racial prejudice or the stigma of racial discrimination. Also, col- 

orblindness was not constructed as mere ideology; rather, it was a moral im- 

perative, integral to the overall functioning and well-being of a multiracial, 
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egalitarian society. Therefore, in ideology and in practice, colorblindness was 

good not only for individual people but also for society as a whole. 

Ms. Livingston, a high school teacher with eight years of experience, spent 

a considerable amount of time expressing her belief in colorblindness. Just 

under thirty, Ms. Livingston was proud to be a member of a younger, “more 

tolerant” generation of people who refuse to “constantly focus on race.” 

Speaking at length about her personal ideology, Mrs. Livingston went on to 

describe racial colorblindness as a solution to past, present, and future forms 

of racial conflict. In response to a general question about the potential effects 

of race or racism on her life, Ms. Livingston went on a mini-tangent, implor- 

ing America to finally “get past race.” 

MS. LIVINGSTON: [Pause] Um, I can't think of anything right now, 

but I can't say for sure, you know. Maybe, like, affirmative action. 

I didn't get into every school that I applied to, so who knows, but I 

think it’s funny you ask that question because we're like so focused 

on race in this country. We're obsessed with it. Which is unfortunate 

because it can really hold us back, all of us, you know. I don't want to 

sound like some naive white girl, but I think we should really do our 

best to be colorblind. Think about all the bullshit we’ve been through, 

you know, as Americans. Like, enough already. Let's start treating 

each other as people and get past black, white, green or whatever... . 

To be honest, and, um, this might come across as rude or mean, but 

I think some people like to use race as a crutch. Like, it’s just easier to 

blame something on race. I don’t know. I’m not saying it happens all 

the time, maybe it does, but I wouldn't know. 

Speaking about her life in general, Ms. Livingston was unable to recall a 

specific experience that she believed was affected by race or racism. After sit- 

ting quietly for several moments, she spoke about the possibility of being a 

victim of race-based affirmative action, but then she went on to discuss the 

dangers of our collective “obsession” with race and the need to finally move 

past it. What was telling about her response, though, was that it was un- 

clear just how Ms. Livingston constructed colorblindness. Was colorblind- 

ness the solution to racial discrimination (“think about all the bullshit weve 

been through”), or was it a way to disincentivize people of color from playing 

the race card (“some people like to use race as a crutch’)? Also of note, Ms. 

Livingston described past forms of racial discrimination in a very passive, al- 

most laissez-faire manner. In her telling, Native American genocide, chattel 

slavery, Japanese internment, and other manifestations of racial oppression 
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were all things that happened to the country, as opposed to varying examples 

of systematic white racial domination.* 

After several follow-up questions, Ms. Livingston clarified that she be- 

lieved colorblindness to be a solution to poor race relations. If we, as a 

country, were ever to move past race, then color-consciousness— including 

antiracism—needed to be abandoned. Other teachers also discussed color- 

blindness in this manner. Several of them claimed that whites and nonwhites 

alike were guilty of violating the normative ideology of colorblindness and 

therefore were guilty of exacerbating racial strife. Mrs. Nelson used the 2014 

riots in Ferguson, Missouri, as a prime example of how “both sides” spent too 

much time thinking about race.*4 

MRS. NELSON: When you look at the riots that happened last year, it 

was absolutely terrifying. The whole time, I kind of felt like both sides 

were looking past each other. Nobody wanted to sit down and try to 

understand where the other side was coming from. Nobody saw the 

other side as people, you know. Unfortunately, I think, um, I think 

this is the natural outcome when the only thing you see is race. When 

you see everything through the lens of race, there's no room for nu- 

ance, you know, there's no such thing as subtlety. If you’re a cop, you're 

a racist, and if you're black, you're a criminal. I was horrified seeing 

those images on Tv every night . . . but I can't say that I was surprised. 

For Mrs. Nelson, seeing predominantly black protestors clash with pre- 

dominantly white law enforcement officials was the horrifying, yet com- 

pletely unsurprising, outcome of a society that “see[s] everything through 

the lens of race.” Much like Ms. Livingston, Mrs. Nelson viewed the violation 

of colorblind norms as an issue that “both sides” needed to confront. The 

two of them, consistent with other white teachers, ideologically conflated the 

charge of racism with racism itself. That is, while racial discrimination was 

bad, claiming to be a victim of racial discrimination was equally bad, as they 

both were examples of explicit color-consciousness. Tellingly, in a number of 

interviews, the more that white Brick City teachers voiced their support for 

racial colorblindness, the more they directed their ire at those who sought to 

combat racial discrimination, or, as one teacher put it, “hucksters who fixate 

on racism.” 

Intentionally or not, white Brick City teachers routinely practiced color- 

blind racism.*° Using multiple ideological frames—particularly abstract lib- 

eralism and the minimization of racism—they repeatedly described contem- 

porary racial inequality in ways that absolved institutional or interpersonal 
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racism of any meaningful responsibility. Furthermore, given their nonrac- 

ist construction of racial stratification, interview respondents took a skep- 

tical and sometimes harsh view of antiracism. Pejoratively labeled “social 

justice warriors,’ antiracist activists were deemed politically redundant and 

racially divisive. According to a number of teachers, antiracist violations of 

colorblindness ran the risk of alienating the broader white majority, a pro- 

cess that would effectively undermine race relations throughout the country 

as a whole. Thus, with several notable exceptions, white Brick City teachers 

dismissed racism as a major cause of contemporary inequality, and they de- 

scribed antiracist activism as both unnecessary and counterproductive.*° 

You Can't Call Someone a Racist 

and Expect Them to Take Your Side 

You know, it’s bigger than, um, racism or the possibility of discrimination, 

it’s also about how things stand between the races, you know. That might 

sound bad when I say it like that, but what I mean is, um, I don’t know the 

exact term, um, race relations or whatever, they ve gotten a lot worse over 

the last couple of years. All these protests and riots and stuff, they ve made 

things worse for everybody. I think that, um, if we continue to see color in 

everything, race relations will only get worse. You can't call someone a 

racist and expect them to take your side. —JENNIFER WESTERN, 48 

Though not to the same degree, all but five teachers expressed a variation of 

the same theme: that violations of colorblindness did lasting damage to race 

relations between white people and people of color writ large, and between 

white people and black people in particular. White Brick City teachers de- 

scribed antiracist activists such as Al Sharpton, Jesse Jackson, and “that guy 

from Black Lives Matters”.” as racially divisive figures who, through their 

activism, today contribute to the deterioration of race relations. Political fig- 

ures too, such as Barack Obama, Eric Holder, and Susan Rice, were identi- 

fied as people who engaged in “divisive identity politics.” It should be noted, 

though, that the belief in, and expression of, this particular sentiment was 

not uniform across interviews. Instead, it tended to fall along a continuum. 

On one end, you had teachers who believed racism against people of color 

was successfully eradicated in the 1960s, and on the other hand, you had 

teachers who thought of themselves as potential allies. Still, twenty-seven out 

of thirty-two teachers, regardless of how they felt about racial inequality, ex- 

pressed their belief that color-consciousness, however well-intentioned, was 

a blight on contemporary race relations. 
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For example, on one end of the spectrum, Mrs. Martin, a teacher who of- 

ten spoke of her students in empathetic terms, talked about how frustrating 

it was to have to “always deal with race” in her classroom. While Mrs. Martin 

did acknowledge the barriers and social problems that are commonly asso- 

ciated with poverty, she did not feel that white people in general, and white 

teachers in particular, should be blamed for the “unfortunate” economic con- 

ditions faced by many students of color. According to Mrs. Martin, her black 

students’ penchant for “injecting race where it doesn't belong” was counter- 

productive because it had the potential to make enemies out of allies. She 

herself put it, “I’m not one of these people who pretends weve reached some 

racial utopia, but if your first instinct is to blame racism for all your prob- 

lems, then at some point I'll stop listening to you. I just get tired of it” Thus, 

even as someone who was attentive to the economic conditions of her black 

student body, Mrs. Martin became disillusioned by students who “focused 

entirely too much on race.’ 

Opposite Mrs. Martin were those teachers who held zero sympathy for 

race-consciousness. Teachers on this end of the spectrum saw racism as a 

thing of the past, making colorblindness—in discourse, identity, and policy— 

the appropriate, fair, and moral racial ideology. These teachers were more 

than disillusioned by color-consciousness; they believed it was doing “irre- 

versible damage” to the country. Mr. Radke, for example, had a very strong 

reaction to color-consciousness. In his mind, any claim that race was some- 

how relevant in the contemporary United States was not only factually incor- 

rect but also, as he described it, a “racist way to make white people look bad” 

BELL: Why do you feel that talking about racism is inherently racist 

against whites? 

MR. RADKE: Oh, come on, this one should be obvious. If I say the 

word “racist” right now, you would probably think of a white guy, 

wouldnt you? I bet I could go up to a hundred black people on the 

street, random strangers and people I don't even know, and ask them 

to describe what a racist is, and Id bet my house that every last one 

of them would say a white person. I bet they would even look at me 

as racist. Now you tell me, how is that not racism? Treating all white 

people like we're the KKK is treating us a certain way because of our 

race. That's literally the definition of racism, and I’m sorry, but when 

we talk about racism today, blacks need to look at themselves. They 

do more to perpetuate racism than anybody else. And then they turn 

around and wonder why race relations are the way they are. 
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BELL: How would you describe race relations? 

MR. RADKE: They’e horrible. And you know what, they’re only go- 

ing to get worse. I don’t mean to keep going back to this, but you can't 

keep talking about racism this and racism that and expect race rela- 

tions to be good. You can't keep bringing up race all the time. .. . You 

can only blame us for so much before we say, You know what, we'll 

live our lives and you can live yours. Quite frankly, we'll see who does 

better. Don't call me a racist and expect me to like you. 

Mr. Radke emphatically voiced his belief that color-consciousness, espe- 

cially antiracism, was harmful to race relations. Any suggestion that, in the 

contemporary United States, African Americans and other people of color 

were subjected to racial discrimination was, according to Mr. Radke, equiva- 

lent to calling white people “a bunch of racists.” As a result, this specific form 

of color-consciousness was one that he took personally, making him feel tar- 

geted and unfairly accused of racism by folks he considered “race hustlers.” 

Race relations, then, were never going to improve unless African Americans 

and other people of color stopped talking about racism, unless they adopted 

colorblindness as their prevailing way of looking at the world. As it stands, 

currently, for Mr. Radke and other white Brick City teachers, constantly ac- 

cusing white people of racism, directly or indirectly, is a surefire way to turn 

them against you, and it severely diminishes the likelihood of building mul- 

tiracial communities and sharing national prosperity. 

The contrast between Mrs. Martin and Mr. Radke, while significant, 

should not obscure the fact that they both regarded color-consciousness— 

including antiracist activism—as detrimental to race relations between white 

and nonwhite Americans. Although these particular teachers were on op- 

posite ends of the ideological spectrum, others fell somewhere in between. 

Some teachers agreed more with Mrs. Martin, while some leaned closer to 

Mr. Radke. Again, though, twenty-seven of thirty-two teachers expressed the 

belief that explicit color-consciousness in any form was racially divisive, and 

many of them equated antiracism with antiwhiteness. Whether individual 

teachers agreed with Mrs. Martin or Mr. Radke, or fell somewhere else along 

the spectrum, central to this entire framework was the belief that, despite its 

ugly racial history, the United States had done its part to “finally move past 

race.’ That is, in the eyes of most white Brick City teachers, America has ei- 

ther come close to or has actually entered a formal state of postracialism. 
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How Real Can Racism Be in a Country 

with a Black President? 

I find it funny that people still complain about race in this day and age. 

Have they noticed the president of the United States? How real can racism 

be in a country with a black president? It just seems foolish to say we're rac- 

ist as a country when the face of the country is black. Don't get me wrong, 

I love the Obamas, but doesn't the fact that the First Family is black kind of 

disprove racism? —PAIGE VINCENT, 36 

Undergirding white Brick City teachers’ support for colorblindness was their 

related belief that America had officially become a postracial state. Even those 

teachers who admitted that racial discrimination had not been completely 

relegated to the past still believed that enough progress had been made to al- 

leviate the charge that the country, as a whole, is fundamentally a racist one. 

In order to “prove” American postracialism, white teachers drew attention to 

a number of indicators. Some pointed to the litany of black celebrities now 

firmly entrenched in our popular culture. Some pointed to black professional 

athletes who now serve as role models for children of all colors, and still oth- 

ers highlighted the emergence of a black middle class and the rise and ac- 

ceptance of interracial relationships. Multiple teachers even invoked Asian 

Americans and the model minority myth as proof of America’s new, postra- 

cial culture.** But there was no greater “evidence” of America’s interpersonal 

and institutional egalitarianism than the election and reelection of Barack 

Obama as president of the United States. 

Mrs. Edwards, without prompting from me, proudly proclaimed that she 

was a “traditional American” with “strong conservative values.” After spend- 

ing a good deal of time criticizing President Obama for being “racially divi- 

sive’ and “always playing the race card,’ Mrs. Edwards then used his presi- 

dency as an example of “just how far we've come as a country. Even though a 

majority of white voters voted against President Obama in both the 2008 and 

2012 presidential elections, Mrs. Edwards was adamant that the existence ofa 

black president negated the assertion that the United States was still a coun- 

try marred by antiblack racism.” 

MRS. EDWARDS: I’m sorry, I don't mean to go on and on about the 

president, I don’t want to get too political, I know that’s not what this 

interview is about, but the last time I checked, he is black, isn't he? I 

may not like him or what he stands for, his policies and all that, but 

I, I think he does symbolize something important about the country. 

Colorblind 127 



If we can elect a black person as president, you know, to the highest, 

most important office in the land, then people can't really use race 

as an excuse anymore. Like, if Obama can become president, then 

maybe you can't blame racism for why you didn't finish school or why 

you dont have a job, you know. The whole race thing is over. 

Even though Mrs. Edwards disapproved of President Obama—and did so 

in harsh and hyperbolic terms*°—she still believed his presidency reflected 

positively on the United States and its commitment to racial equality. Having 

an African American president, according to Mrs. Edwards, officially ren- 

dered the charge of racism obsolete. Neither dropping out of school nor be- 

ing unemployed, to name two examples, could be attributed to racial dis- 

crimination in a country with a black head of state. While Mrs. Edwards did 

not specifically use the term “postracial,” she spoke of the United States as a 

(white) racism-free state, and for her, the election of a black president was the 

ultimate proof. A number of other teachers also presented President Obama 

as evidence of American postracialism, including those teachers who were 

broadly supportive of him and his agenda. 

In answering some of my background questions about what influenced 

him to go into education, Mr. Rhodes, whom I was interviewing in his own 

home, pointed to a picture of an elderly woman hanging on the wall. With 

tears in his eyes, he looked at me and replied, “Because of her, my mother. 

Everything good in me I got from her. . . . She passed away last year.” Mr. 

Rhodes went on to describe growing up with a single mom and how she, ow- 

ing to her deep faith, instilled in him a commitment to public service. This 

type of upbringing led Mr. Rhodes into education, and it also engendered in 

him a deep sense of progressivism. As such, he was a huge fan of President 

Obama. Still, although his feelings about the former president were the exact 

opposite of those held by Mrs. Edwards, Mr. Rhodes by and large reached a 

similar conclusion about the racial significance of his electoral success. As 

he put it, “I think we're just about past race now or we wouldn't have Barack. 

We should focus more on poverty. That's the much bigger problem, I think” 

Even though Mrs. Edwards and Mr. Rhodes held competing and contrast- 

ing political beliefs, they both—perhaps for different reasons—saw the elec- 

tion of an African American president as the death knell for racism in Amer- 

ica. For the former, President Obama symbolized the end of legitimacy for 

race-based excuses; for the latter, he symbolized the need for a heightened 

focus on poverty and a decreased emphasis on race. Other prominent Af- 

rican Americans were also offered as examples of American postracialism. 
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Oprah Winfrey and LeBron James were specifically mentioned in a majority 

of my interviews, while Jay Z, Beyoncé, and Will Smith were mentioned in 

slightly less than half. Still, despite the regularity with which white Brick City 

teachers broached the subject of black celebrities, next to President Obama 

and the First Family, nothing was cited more as evidence than the aggregate 

educational and economic success of Asian Americans, the so-called model 

minority.” 

In twenty-four out of thirty-two interviews, white Brick City teachers 

used Asian American educational and occupational success as an example 

of expansive racial opportunity in the United States. Repeatedly, interview 

respondents held up the “model minority” as proof that anyone, regardless 

of race, had the chance to make something of themselves, essentially proving 

that the United States had truly become a postracial nation. Mrs. Hall, a high 

school history teacher, went into great detail about the history of racial dis- 

crimination faced by Asian Americans and how, despite this discrimination, 

they are “the most successful racial group in the country,” 

MRS. HALL: Look, I’ve been teaching history for a very long time and 

I've studied it even longer. Anyone who pretends America wasn't a pro- 

foundly racist country is either blinded by political bias or too stupid to 

take seriously. We have an ugly, truly horrific racial past in this coun- 

try, but if you look around, you can clearly see that that’s no longer the 

case. So, um, the idea that blacks are the only group that faced racism 

is laughable to me. Seriously, whenever I hear somebody blame slavery 

for their problems today, I laugh. You can't take them seriously. Asian 

Americans faced just as much discrimination as blacks, but look at 

where they are today. I mean, um, they were brutalized too. They were 

lynched in the West. They were detained during World War II, and 

they were even excluded from coming to America for a very long time. 

Yet somehow Asians have the most education, you know. They have 

the best jobs, and they make the most money, even more than whites. 

So it doesn't bother me at all to talk about racism in the past, because 

that’s just it, it's in the past. Today I think race is irrelevant. If you can’t 

make it today, then I suggest you take a good hard look in the mirror 

before crying racism. It doesn’t work that way anymore. 

As a history teacher, Mrs. Hall was well aware of, and had no problem ref- 

erencing, past acts of racial discrimination. In fact, even though most teach- 

ers cited Asian Americans in their respective interviews, Mrs. Hall was one of 

the only participants to specifically mention Japanese American internment 
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during World War II or Chinese exclusion during the nineteenth century.” 

In doing so, however, she engaged in what sociologists Matthew Desmond 

and Mustafa Emirbayer term the fallacy of undifferentiating difference, “a fal- 

lacy that takes hold of all the extremely diverse histories and social experi- 

ences of nonwhite groups and flattens them.’*’ Using the fallacy in this way 

allowed Mrs. Hall to bolster her claim that the United States had success- 

fully transitioned from a racist society to a postracial state. After all, if Asian 

Americans and Asian immigrants can be exposed to discrimination, exclu- 

sion, and internment, and nonetheless become one of the most educated and 

economically successful groups in the country, then the country itself has 

solved “the race problem.”"* 

Postracialism, despite the frequency with which it was invoked, was 

never fully interrogated by white Brick City teachers. According to Merriam- 

Webster’, the prefix “post-” means “after, subsequent to, or later than.’* 

Within the context of “postracial” discourse, then, one must ask, What does 

it mean to be “subsequent to” or “later than” race? Who gets to determine 

that we are “after” race, and if that is truly the case, what comes next? Fur- 

thermore, whom does a world “after race” benefit, and whom does it harm? 

These are empirical questions, and the answers to them may vary, but one 

thing they all have in common is that they reflect the “master frame” of racial 

progress.*° That is, inherent to any discourse on postracialism, particularly the 

one articulated by white Brick City teachers, is that getting to a time after race 

means getting to a time of desirability. The result of an inevitable, and seem- 

ingly linear, progression, postracial temporality is constructed as a universal 

good, indicative of a society that is “meliorative—gradually moving towards 

perfection—through incremental reforms or social action.” Despite its uni- 

versality, writ large—and ubiquity throughout my interview data—the prog- 

ress narrative is far from warranted, and, beyond ideology, it speaks more to 

temporal inequality than it does to the empirical reality of race in America. 

Whether admonishing people of color for focusing too much on race, or 

asserting that the United States has moved beyond race, white Brick City 

teachers consistently utilized the white racial frame and, intentionally or not, 

engaged in colorblind racism. The teachers I interviewed professed an un- 

yielding fidelity to colorblindness, doing so, in large part, because they sin- 

cerely believed that America had officially become a postracial nation. Using 

the election of an African American president, the prominence and visibil- 

ity of black celebrities and athletes, the emergence of a black middle class, 

the rise and acceptance of miscegenation, and the relative success of Asian 

Americans, interview respondents offered “proof” that state-sanctioned ra- 
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cial discrimination had finally and firmly been relegated to the past. In the 

discussion to come, I juxtapose this particular ideological framing with ac- 

tual racialized experience. Interview data will show that white teachers com- 

mitment to colorblindness and their stated belief in postracialism were both 

challenged by the way they talked about and described their own experiences 

within Brick City schools. This ideological and experiential contradiction led 

to a discursive impasse of sorts, one that was eventually overcome by a mul- 

tistep process that I term spatial negotiation. 

SPATIAL NEGOTIATION 

Here I move beyond racial ideology alone and highlight the various ways it 

intersects with, and is contradicted by, actual racial experience. As detailed 

earlier, bolstered by their belief in a postracial America, white Brick City 

teachers were highly supportive of the racial ideology of colorblindness. In 

lived experience, however, as detailed in chapters 3 and 4, these same teach- 

ers were extremely color-conscious, as race, for them, was a salient feature 

of teaching in the Brick City School District. Looked at comparatively, the 

ideology of white Brick City teachers belied the experiences of white Brick 

City teachers, specifically those experiences that took place within Brick City 

schools. Indeed, absent any external provocation—and similar to white ra- 

cial identity—this particular contradiction was completely invisible to the 

teachers themselves. Once it was brought to their attention, however, most 

teachers struggled to make sense of their disparate positions and eventually 

negotiated a compromise between their postracial, colorblind ideology and 

their hyper-racial, color-conscious reality. 

Spatial negotiation—the cognitive reconciliation of racial ideology, sit- 

uated experience, and discourse—is composed of four primary themes: (1) 

rhetorical incoherence, (2) racial rationalization, (3) authentic grievance, and 

(4) reluctant recognition. Rhetorical incoherence is identical to the rhetorical 

incoherence discussed in chapter 1. When questioned directly, white Brick 

City teachers found it very difficult to make sense of and talk about their 

ideological and experiential contradictions. Racial rationalization is the pro- 

cess of reconciling contradictory statements by attributing the discrepancies 

to Brick City schools as opposed to any personal or internal conflict: that is, 

interview respondents blamed black students and black families for “forcing” 

them to broach the subject of race. Authentic grievance is the process of al- 

locating legitimacy to claims of racial victimization. By treating some claims 

as authentic and others as fraudulent, white Brick City teachers were able to 
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justify their skepticism of, and simultaneous belief in, the existence of ra- 

cial discrimination. Finally, reluctant recognition is the realization that racial 

status matters. After comparing their localized experiences to those of racial 

minorities throughout the country more broadly, several teachers reluctantly 

came to the conclusion that race and racism are more salient to contempo- 

rary American life than they had previously cared to admit. Next I discuss 

each theme in greater detail. 

What Am I Saying, Is This Making Any Sense? 

I, um, well, maybe it might be different, I think, but why would it be 

different, you know? Well, it’s not so much that I didn’t think, that, um, I 

didn't think that racism was real, it’s just that, when you think about my job 

and what I do, I’m an outsider. But then again, what if, you know, outside 

of school, maybe I’m not an outsider, so it can even out some, at least, 

sometimes. What am I saying, is this making any sense? I have to be 

honest with you, this, um, this is a little eye-opening. 

—CHELSEA CLARK, 34 

Once exposed to their divergent ideological and experiential stances on ra- 

cial identity and racial discrimination, white Brick City teachers relapsed 

into rhetorical incoherence, again finding it difficult to speak in comprehen- 

sible sentences. After they had spent the bulk of their interviews speaking 

lucidly about their experiences within Brick City schools, questions about 

racial ideology versus racial experiences caused white teachers to revert to 

stuttering, stammering, and speaking in ways that were hard to understand. 

Furthermore, the content of the answers often made little sense. That is, the 

substance of their answers was as incoherent as the structure of their an- 

swers. The same false starts, long pauses, nervous laughter, and nonsensical 

responses that characterized my general questions about whiteness all re- 

turned toward the end of the interview as I and my interview respondents 

mutually explored their patterned contradictions. In a very real way, the re- 

turn of rhetorical incoherence signaled that many of my interviews had come 

full circle. 

White Brick City teachers found it extremely difficult to make sense of 

how they could possibly violate their own deeply held beliefs about color- 

blindness and postracialism. For nearly all of them, the contradiction in 

the ways they discussed race in society versus how they discussed race in 

Brick City schools was, at least initially, invisible to them. Without explicit 

prompting from me, the teachers I interviewed saw no inherent conflict in 
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proclaiming that the United States had effectively moved beyond race while 

simultaneously asserting that race shaped their workplaces and work experi- 

ences. Similarly, white teachers saw no inherent conflict in chastising people 

of color for “playing the race card” while simultaneously internalizing and 

subsequently describing whiteness as a racial disadvantage within predomi- 

nantly black schools. My task, then, was to make these contradictions visible, 

and I did so by asking white teachers about them directly. 

Bryan Palmer, a social studies teacher, has taught at Pattengill Middle 

School for thirteen years. Pattengill has a student population that is close to 

go percent black. Mr. Palmer was adamant that, “for the good of the coun- 

try,’ America needed to “finally move past race.’ Unlike those teachers who 

refused to even consider the possibility that racial discrimination was still a 

prominent feature of society, Mr. Palmer believed that even if claims of non- 

white racial victimization were true, people needed to deal with them in their 

own way without “dragging the country through the mud” 

MR. PALMER: I think, with social media and everything, like when 

you see some of the things police officers are doing, that, um, it’s, at 

least it’s clear to me, that, yeah, some of the stories are true. You know 

what I mean? 

BELL: Could you elaborate further? 

MR. PALMER: Yeah, so to be perfectly clear, um, I don't think racism 

as a whole is that big of a deal. People like to play that card a lot, but at 

the same time, I think certain individuals can still experience racism. 

Um, I think that, OK, yeah, sometimes a cop can be racist against 

a black guy or any one black person, but that’s not the same as say- 

ing that all cops are racist, you know. I think people who go through 

something like that should find a way to deal with it in their own way. 

We don't need a new civil rights movement. We don't need protests 

or riots, you know. Um, we don't need all these groups dragging the 

country through the mud every time a cop does something racist. It’s 

the exception, not the rule. 

Although Mr. Palmer was willing to admit that cops could at times act in 

racist ways, he felt that such acts were the exception to the rule and that pro- 

tests, riots, and the emergence of a “new civil rights movement” were unwar- 

ranted. I noted many of these themes during the exchange, and I had them 

ready to use later in the interview when, in talking about being discrimi- 

nated against by black parents, Mr. Palmer stated that “something needs to 
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be done” and “it should be national news” what he and other white teachers 

go through. Reading his own words back to him, I asked Mr. Palmer about 

his contradictory statements, causing him to become rhetorically incoherent. 

BELL: Earlier in the interview, when you were talking about police of- 

ficers and how sometimes some of them can do something racist . . . 

MR. PALMER: Yeah, I remember. 

BELL: You said that victims of racist actions by police officers should 

deal with it in their own way, but now, when talking about your own 

experiences with racial discrimination, you said it should be national 

news. Do you feel that those two statements contradict one another? 

MR. PALMER: Um, well, no, not really. I think that, when we're talking 

about cops and what they do, it can be a very dangerous job, you know. 

But, um, actually, I don't know how that's relevant [/aughs]. Um, so, I 

think more people know about police officers, but maybe not enough 

people know about us, but then again, I hate when people fall back on 

race. So maybe, I think, um, maybe it’s somewhat consistent in that, 

uh, race and what it means for teachers can be misinterpreted, you 

know, and sometimes with cops, you, you, um, I, this is kind of hard 

[laughs]. Um, I don't even know, you know what, yeah, those are con- 

tradictory statements [/aughs]. Damn, how did I not see that? 

In his disjointed and convoluted response, Mr. Palmer made the valid 

point that while many people are aware of the problems with race and po- 

licing, far fewer are cognizant of the problems with race and teaching. As 

quickly as he approached this (quite reasonable) justification for his contra- 

dictory statements, he immediately backpedaled, stating, “I hate when peo- 

ple fall back on race.” Tellingly, Mr. Palmer, after trying—and failing—to 

clarify his reasoning, ended the exchange with a question directed at himself: 

“How did I not see that?” Other teachers had similar reactions upon realizing 

they had made contradictory statements. Mrs. Meredith, a staunch advocate 

of colorblindness, was visibly and discursively taken aback when I made her 

aware of her own color-consciousness. As she tried to make sense of her own 

words, she lapsed into rhetorical incoherence. 

BELL: Earlier in the interview, you suggested that African Americans 

who complain about racism were too focused on race and that they 

should be colorblind. But you also said that, I want to get this right, 

that being white “was a curse” at your school, and that you face racial 
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discrimination on a daily basis. Do you think or feel that you are fo- 

cusing too much on race at your particular school? Should you just be 

colorblind at work? 

MRS. MEREDITH: Um, no, no, no. When I talk about being a white 

teacher, I’m not talking about race per se, but, um, it’s more about, 

um, wait, that doesn't make any sense, does it [laughs]? Um, maybe I 

could let it go, you know, be colorblind or whatever, but what would 

that prove? Who would, um, believe that I get called a white bitch fifty 

times a week? So to be colorblind, to see race, I mean to not see race, 

its hard because, um, it’s right there, you know. I think it’s virtually 

impossible not to see race, I mean, again it’s literally right there. 'm 

white, they're not, everybody sees it, but I, I still just wish we didnt 

have to focus on race so much. It’s bad. It’s bad for everyone. Nothing 

good can come out of it, you know. 

BELL: Right, but if everyone is seeing it, including you, does that mean 

that you, as well as your students, are focusing too much on race? 

MRS. MEREDITH: [Long pause] I guess it kind of does. I mean, I don't 

think I’ve ever looked at it that way. I just, um, but thinking about it 

now, whenever I’m at work I do focus on race a lot. Hell, when I talk 

about work I focus on race a lot. That’s funny to think about. That’s 

kind of surprising, startling even. I never saw that before. 

The realization that she herself could be highly color-conscious was some- 

thing that Mrs. Meredith found at once “funny,” “surprising,” and “startling.” 

Like Mr. Palmer, she was shocked to discover that, in describing white racial 

victimization, she was violating the norms of colorblindness. For Mrs. Mere- 

dith, this discovery was extremely difficult to talk about, as even pausing to 

collect her thoughts was not enough to prevent her from becoming rhetori- 

cally incoherent. At one point during this exchange, she appeared to justify 

the need for color-consciousness (“maybe I could let it go... but what would 

that prove”), only to reaffirm her belief in racial colorblindness a few seconds 

later (“T still just wish we didn't have to focus on race so much”). Even here, 

in answering a question about discursive contradictions, Mrs. Meredith con- 

tradicted herself, signaling support for both color-consciousness and color- 

blindness within the span of a few seconds. 

As I outlined before, the rhetorical incoherence presented here was caused 

by external forces. Whether prompted by general questions about white ra- 

cial identity or by me questioning their ideological and experiential contra- 
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dictions, for long stretches of time white teachers lost the ability to speak in 

clear and complete sentences. The straightforward nature and simplicity of 

“moving past race” became a lot less straightforward and a lot more complex 

when it was white teachers describing their own racialized experiences. Fur- 

thermore, the ideological bankruptcy of “playing the race card” gave way to 

the courageous and moral currency of naming white racial victimization as 

an experiential reality. For white Brick City teachers, proclaiming to be col- 

orblind while actively planning to perform white racial identity, and insisting 

on American postracialism while explicitly decrying antiwhite racism, were 

blatant contradictions that they simply could not see. Once they were made 

aware of them, however, all discursive fluency stopped, as once again, edu- 

cated and articulate professionals fell victim to rhetorical incoherence. 

Believe Me, I Would Much Rather Not Talk about Race 

The only reason race is relevant to me is because of where I work. That's it. 

[ don't go around bragging about being white, you know. And I really don't 

go around complaining about racism. I’m not a victim. Believe me, I would 

much rather not talk about race, but it is what it is, you know. I didn't teach 

my students to hate white people, but some of them do. Am I supposed to 

pretend they don't? Should I just be OK with that? So, no, I don't think it’s a 

contradiction at all. I really dont see it that way.— TIFFANY EDWARDS, 51 

Although rhetorical incoherence at times made thematic coding somewhat 

difficult, there were still numerous themes that emerged from the data. One 

such theme, racial rationalization, is the tendency of white Brick City teach- 

ers to justify their ideological and experiential contradictions by blaming 

them on black students, black parents, and black schools. Rather than grap- 

ple with the reasons for, or meanings of, their ideological and experiential 

contradictions, many of the teachers I interviewed simply explained them 

away without accepting any responsibility. If they focused on race too much, 

then it was because of the racialized environments in which they worked. 

Similarly, if they asserted that racism was salient in any real or meaningful 

way, then it was because black students and black parents made it so by con- 

sistently acting in a racist and discriminatory manner. Next I show how, in 

the face of their own ideological and experiential contradictions, some white 

Brick City teachers rationalized their newfound color-consciousness in an 

attempt to restore ideological purity and get back to what heretofore was ra- 

cially familiar.” 
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Mr. Radke was a harsh and vocal critic of nonwhite racial victimization. 

At one point during our interview, he defiantly stated, “I have no sympa- 

thy for people who play the race card. None.” Mr. Radke was a firm believer 

in colorblindness, and he was quite insistent that the United States had be- 

come a postracial state. As such, from education to employment, from voting 

to criminal justice, there was no claim of nonwhite racial victimization that 

he found to be credible. When it came to white racial victimization, how- 

ever, Mr. Radke had a decidedly different take. On more than one occasion, 

he admonished Sexton High School for its allegedly antiwhite, racially dis- 

criminatory culture. When I questioned him about his contradictory stances, 

Mr. Radke was incredulous, sticking to the postracial script and shifting the 

blame to his black students. 

BELL: Earlier in the interview, you suggested that your black students 

and their families should spend less time focusing on race, but you also 

said that you yourself spend a great deal of time thinking about race at 

Sexton. Would you say that those are contradictory statements? 

MR. RADKE: Absolutely not. Not at all. 

BELL: How do you differentiate between the two? 

MR. RADKE: I just don't think that it is, that they are. I, I, um, when 

you look at all the chances for success in this country, then you can't 

say race is a factor. You simply can't. There’re so many opportunities 

out there, and black people or anybody else, um, they can do anything 

they want. Blaming everything on race is a cop-out. It’s just an excuse 

to make everything about race. It’s time to move on. Not everything 

has to be a race thing. 

BELL: I understand. But my question is that if you feel that it is time 

to move on from race, how do you justify thinking and talking about 

race in regards to your job? 

MR. RADKE: [Long pause] I think it’s different. Um, I would never 

think about race if I didn’t work at Sexton. If1 didn't have to deal with 

getting called white all the time, race would never cross my mind. I 

never talked about race before I started working at that school. Never. 

I treat people as people, how they deserve to be treated. I take them 

as they come, and everybody’s the same until I know otherwise. You 

cant have that, um, that type of mentality—you can't do that at Sex- 
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ton. Race is everywhere. And I’m not blind, deaf, or dumb, so I have 

to adapt. I have to swim with the sharks sometimes, you know. Un- 

derstand, I’m still a teacher. I have a job to do. 

Initially Mr. Radke saw no contradiction in admonishing students for fo- 

cusing on race while he himself spent a great deal of time thinking about 

being a white teacher at a predominantly black school. Without any hesita- 

tion, he rejected the idea that he was acting in ways that were similar to the 

people he had previously described as “race hustlers.” Only after a specific 

follow-up question from me did Mr. Radke realize the color-consciousness 

that permeated his own discourse. Once he had this realization, though, 

Mr. Radke found it difficult to cope with the resulting interruption of his 

normative racial ideology. Rather than grappling with the potential implica- 

tions of his ideological and experiential contradictions, he simply rational- 

ized them by blaming his students and his school. Thus, for Mr. Radke, when 

it came to the violation of colorblindness, he bore no personal responsibility. 

He was merely “swim[ming] with the sharks” and trying to do his job. 

When confronted with their discursive contradictions, other teachers too 

engaged in racial rationalization. Ms. Livingston, who lamented our coun- 

try’s obsession with race, easily provided examples of her own racial vic- 

timization within Brick City schools. Furthermore, as a dedicated teacher, 

Ms. Livingston spent a significant amount of time devising ways to perform 

whiteness so as to better reach, and ultimately teach, her predominantly black 

student body. Therefore, whether describing her personal experiences with 

racial victimization or thinking about how best to use white racial identity as 

a pedagogical tool, Ms. Livingston, despite her previous objection to “obsess- 

ing over race,’ herself spent a considerable amount of time thinking about 

it. I detail Ms. Livingston's racial rationalization in the following exchange. 

BELL: Earlier you described the country as being obsessed with race, 

yet you also say that you think about race a lot too. Does this mean 

that you're also obsessed with race? I mean, are you also implicated in 

our collective obsession with race? 

MS. LIVINGSTON: [Pause] Um, I don't know. This sounds weird, but 

I've never really thought about, um, I haven't thought about thinking 

about race [laughs]. I guess, like I said earlier, I just was, um, the way 

I was raised was to treat everybody equally. I know it’s kinda cliché, 

but I honestly don't have a racist bone in my body. My parents would 

be ashamed if I did, you know. So I just see people, I don’t see race. 
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It's kind of like, um, whenever I’m at work, maybe I might sometimes, 

but in all honesty, it’s about the person for me. I don’t care what race 

they are. 

BELL: To be clear, youre saying that you try to be colorblind in your 

own dealings and interactions with people, correct? 

MS. LIVINGSTON: Yeah, that's exactly right. 

BELL: What about when it comes to teaching black students? You said 

that you have to find the best way to be white. How do you reconcile a 

statement like that with your commitment to not focusing on race? 

MS. LIVINGSTON: Um, well [long pause]. That's, I don't know, that’s a 

good question. Damn, I don’t think I know how to answer that. Like, 

I feel like, um, wow [pause], that’s kind of tough. I don't really know 

what to say. I mean, um, I don’t want to come across as a hypocrite 

or anything [Jong pause]. I just don't think of myself as one of those 

people, you know. They make everything about race and I dont. I 

guess I would say that, that they're the same, but they’re not the same, 

you know. So, whenever I think about race it’s because I have to, you 

know. I don't even mean to or really want to, but, um, like I said, I 

have to figure out a way to reach my students. A lot of them have their 

guards up—they don’t trust white people at all. So I wouldn't be a 

good teacher if I didn't think about race, at least when it comes to be- 

ing better for my students. But, um, I wanted to say that, um, I think 

it's one thing to think about race, you know, when you have to. When 

the situation calls for it. But I still think too many people use race too 

much. They do it just to do it, and that’s certainly not what I do. 

When Lasked Ms. Livingston to reconcile her contradictory positions regard- 

ing colorblindness and color-consciousness, her normative racial ideology 

was challenged by her own words. The disruption of her racial equilibrium — 

fidelity to colorblindness and opposition to color consciousness— caused 

Ms. Livingston to engage in rhetorical incoherence, and it left her puzzled 

about how best to account for her discursive contradictions. After taking a 

few minutes to compose her thoughts, Ms. Livingston pivoted to racial ra- 

tionalization, justifying her own preoccupation with race as an essential fea- 

ture of high-quality teaching. Unlike “one of those people” who think about 

or “use race too much,” Ms. Livingston claimed only to do so when her job 

called for it, meaning that, if not for her particular line of work, she would 
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have little reason to, and therefore would not, ever focus on race. From her 

perspective, being an effective teacher to black students all but necessitated 

color-consciousness, and as a committed educator, she acted accordingly. 

Before moving on to authentic grievance, I think it is important to em- 

phasize that the term “racial rationalization” is not meant to undermine or 

question the veracity of how white Brick City teachers described their racial 

experiences. Each of the teachers I interviewed, from Mr. Radke to Ms. Liv- 

ingston, can speak to their own thoughts, feelings, and experiences better 

than I can; therefore, it is not my responsibility, or my intention, to invalidate 

how they interpret and make sense of their own lives. My purpose in label- 

ing these responses as rationalizations is to highlight the various motives for 

making contradictory statements. That is, using personal experience as a jus- 

tification for explicit color-consciousness was not a consideration that white 

Brick City teachers afforded African Americans and other people of color. In 

lieu of considering the experiential reasons for why racial minorities might 

“obsess over race,’ white teachers simply assigned them nefarious motives, 

neatly summarized by accusations of “playing the race card.’ In their own 

lives, however, excuses gave way to legitimate justifications, thereby making 

the acknowledgment of race and racism experientially valid. 

When I Talk about Racism, Its Because It’s Real 

Yeah, it may come across as contradictory or maybe seem hypocritical, 

but here's the thing, when I talk about racism, it’s because it’s real. I don't 

make things up to make myself look good. I don’t want people to feel sorry 

for me, you know. I don't want to be seen as a victim, OK. But when it 

happens, it happens. If 1, um, whenever I feel like there's reverse 

discrimination at play, I point it out. But it’s not the same. IfI say it 

was racism, then it was racism.—MR. MARSH, 54 

Although racial rationalization was the most common response to ideolog- 

ical and discursive contradictions, authentic grievance was by far the most 

visceral. In a number of interviews, white teachers expressed authentic griev- 

ance in seemingly instinctual and exceedingly aggressive terms. Authentic 

grievance is the subjective legitimizing of racial victimization. It assigns legit- 

imacy or illegitimacy to racial victimization claims based on who is making 

them and the substance of the claims themselves. Many interview respon- 

dents, once confronted with their own contradictory statements, responded 

by separating real or “authentic” claims of racial victimization from fictitious 
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or “fraudulent” ones. In the overwhelming majority of cases, racial victim- 

ization neatly corresponded to the racial classification of the person making 

the claim. White racial victimization was largely treated as authentic, while 

nonwhite racial victimization, with few exceptions, was treated as inauthen- 

tic. This pattern was consistent across most interviews. 

Authentic grievance can be broken down into three categories; the latter 

two overlap yet remain conceptually distinct. The first category is acceptance. 

Acceptance was the nearly unconditional legitimacy granted to claims of ra- 

cial victimization, and, for the most part, it was reserved for whites. Catego- 

ries 2 and 3, skepticism and aggression, were reserved for nonwhite claims of 

racial victimization. The teachers displayed skepticism when, while doubt- 

ful of the veracity of nonwhite claims of racial victimization, they neverthe- 

less remained open to the possibility of authenticity. Even though they were 

skeptical of widespread, or systemic, racial discrimination, some teachers— 

typically younger and politically liberal—were open to situational or spo- 

radic instances of racism against nonwhites. Aggression, on the other hand, 

was more emotional than skepticism, and teachers became angry at non- 

white claims of racial victimization. These teachers—older and politically 

conservative— maintained their fidelity to postracialism, only deviating 

when accepting the legitimacy of white racial victimization. I provide exam- 

ples of each category below. 

White racial victimization was almost unanimously granted legitimacy. 

While it was unsurprising that teachers believed their own experiences, it 

was somewhat remarkable that they so readily accepted the victimization 

claims of other white teachers. Given their stated belief in colorblindness, 

as well as the consistency with which they admonished people of color for 

“playing the race card; I expected at least a modicum of pushback against 

white, nonpersonal claims of racial victimization.*° This was not the case. 

Mrs. Darling typified this process. When I asked her about her disparate in- 

terpretations of white versus nonwhite racial victimization, she replied as 

follows. 

MRS. DARLING: It’s probably because, well, all I can say is what I go 

through and what I’ve been through. It’s not like I go around cry- 

ing racism every day, but some days my kids are just out of control. 

They're brazen with it, almost proud. “Yeah, yeah, I hate white folks” 

or “I can't stand white people.” That's racism, isn't it? So, I don't know 

your life, I, I, um, can't say whether or not you face racism, but I know 

what I go through, and it’s very real. 
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BELL: This is actually a common theme in my interviews. Many 

teachers say they face racial discrimination in their schools. 

MRS. DARLING: I believe them. 

BELL: Really, just like that? Are you at all skeptical about the extent to 

which other white teachers face racial discrimination in urban schools? 

MRS. DARLING: No, I dont think so, because I see it. I see it with my 

own eyes how sometimes a white teacher can be busting their ass, you 

know, and getting nowhere. Then a black teacher can just come in 

and snap their fingers and the kids automatically respond. I mean, I 

can't say for sure, but I think that’s probably a race thing. Plus, it’s not 

like we never talk about it. Maybe not like this, but we know what's 

going on in the school. I, it wouldn't surprise me to learn that other 

teachers, you know, teachers at other schools, go through some of the 

same stuff I go through. 

In her answer, Mrs. Darling displayed a high degree of acceptance and a 

lesser degree of skepticism. Due to her personal experiences, she was per- 

fectly comfortable accepting broader claims of white racial victimization. 

Also, during this brief exchange Mrs. Darling intimated that she and her 

white coworkers periodically discussed their respective experiences with ra- 

cial discrimination, and those discussions had given her the impression that 

antiwhite bigotry was widespread within Brick City schools. Conversely, us- 

ing me as a representative for people of color, or at the very least African 

Americans, Mrs. Darling was open to the idea of nonwhite racial victimiza- 

tion, but she would not fully commit to it (“T, I, um, can't say whether or not 

you face racism’). The ease and comfort with which white teachers accepted 

other white teachers’ claims of racial victimization—in large part due to their 

own racialized experiences—was consistent and, with few exceptions, was 

not a consideration afforded to racial minorities. 

Skepticism was exclusively relegated to the domain of nonwhite racial vic- 

timization. Typically, teachers who were younger and self-identified as liber- 

als were open to the idea of sporadic instances of racism yet generally skep- 

tical about the existence of broader, more systematic racial discrimination. 

These teachers acknowledged the possibility of individual acts of racially dis- 

criminatory behavior, but they rejected the interrelated ideas of institutional 

racism and white privilege.” Ms. Jarvis, only twenty-four years old, explained 

her discursive contradictions this way: 
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BELL: What would you say is the difference between a white teacher 

who claims to be a victim of racism, and a black teenager who claims 

the same thing? It seems like you believe the former and not the latter. 

MS. JARVIS: [Pause] Well, it’s not that, um, hold on a second, let me get 

this right [pause]. So, um, I wouldn't say I would necessarily believe 

one and not the other, but I would have to know the specific details, 

like what actually happened. Um, I think the reason it’s not the same, 

or the reason I don't look at them the same, is because sometimes I 

think the whole race thing is overblown. I think, um, that sometimes 

people don't want to admit they're not good enough or smart enough, 

or whatever, you know, so they might fall back on race and just blame 

whites. I’m not saying that it can never be true. Some of these videos, 

these police shootings, are devastating to look at, but, um, even still, 

when you think about how big we are, um, as a country, I don’t think 

you can make any conclusions based on a few bad apples. 

BELL: Does that type of “wait and see” approach apply to other white 

teachers that work in Brick City schools? 

MS. JARVIS: Um [pause], that’s a really good question [pause]. I 

would have to say that it doesn’t. Um, I know that makes me sound 

like the biggest hypocrite, but I know what I see and I know what I go 

through. I know what other teachers go through. I, I can't really ex- 

plain it. It’s like, it's everywhere, it’s almost like the school system is 

just overly hostile, you know. I know that sounds weird, but that’s the 

best way I can think of. It’s the schools, they just mess everybody up. 

When asked to distinguish between two hypothetical claims of racial vic- 

timization, one white, one nonwhite, Ms. Jarvis accepted the former while 

remaining skeptical of the latter. Like several other teachers, she referenced 

the litany of audio and video clips of African American men, women, and 

children being brutalized, and sometimes killed, by police officers and used 

them as examples of authentic grievance. Beyond those “few bad apples,” 

however, Ms. Jarvis still believed that too many people of color “fall back 

on race.” Also, and quite informatively, despite not possessing the language 

or academic jargon to label it as such, Ms. Jarvis made an implicit reference 

to institutional racism. That is, in justifying her general acceptance of white 

racial victimization within Brick City schools, she alluded to the schools 

themselves. By arguing that “the school system is just overly hostile” and 
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that schools “just mess everybody up,’ Ms. Jarvis was pointing to an institu- 

tional structure that, above and beyond individual people, was unreceptive 

and even discriminatory toward white teachers. 

Although acceptance was primarily reserved for white racial victimization, 

and skepticism was exclusively reserved for nonwhite racial victimization, over- 

all both concepts were relatively benign. Aggression, on the other hand, was 

antagonistic and angry. Teachers within this category became upset, sometimes 

visibly so, at nonwhite claims of racial victimization. Phrases such as “Screw 

that; “Get over it?’ and “T call bullshit” were just a few of the verbal responses to 

the idea of ongoing racial discrimination against African Americans and other 

people of color. The teachers who displayed aggression reacted viscerally, often 

taking zero time to consider my questions before responding.” However, despite 

aggressively rejecting nonwhite claims of racial victimization, the teachers in 

this category were highly receptive of white claims of racial victimization. Again, 

with zero hesitation, these teachers regarded racial discrimination against white 

people—within and outside Brick City schools—as a near certainty, even as they 

rhetorically maintained their fidelity to colorblindness and postracialism. 

Isaac Thornhill, a veteran middle school teacher and a self-proclaimed 

“staunch conservative,’ spoke of nonwhite claims of racial victimization in 

racially stereotypical and at times personal terms. Repeatedly admonishing 

“race pimps” and “social justice warriors” for “fanning the flames of racism 

and division,’ Mr. Thornhill rejected all claims of nonwhite racial victimiza- 

tion. When it came to talking about his own racialized experiences, however, 

Mr. Thornhill consistently blamed his personal frustration and professional 

failures on “black racism.” For example, Mr. Thornhill attributed his diffi- 

culty, and initial failure, in gaining tenure to his race, claiming that “it was 

nearly impossible for white people to succeed in that environment.’ When I 

questioned Mr. Thornhill about these discrepancies, he immediately engaged 

in a more aggressive form of authentic grievance. 

BELL: Earlier in the interview, you said you had no sympathy or pa- 

tience for people making excuses or playing the race card. Do you feel 

that you are making excuses or playing the race card when you de- 

scribe racial discrimination against white teachers? 

MR. THORNHILL: No. No, no, no, no, no. I don't think talking about 

my own experiences is playing the race card. That's ridiculous. 

BELL: Do you think it’s possible that people of color who talk about 

racism are doing so based on their own experiences? 
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MR. THORNHILL: IJ, no. How many bad experiences can there be? 

If that were the case, black people would have to experience racism 

every second of every day. No offense, but that’s how much they com- 

plain about racism. You always hear about that institutional racism 

bullshit, but if you look around, what do you see? You sure as hell 

don't see slavery. You don't see black people hanging from trees. No, 

you see affirmative action, you see black-only scholarships, you see a 

black president. Oh, and I don't know if you've heard, but BET, Black 

Entertainment Television, I mean what the hell is that? Could you 

imagine what would happen if there was a Tv channei called White 

Entertainment Television? All the race pimps and social justice war- 

riors would flip out. They might even burn down their own neighbor- 

hood. Don't get me started on that crap. 

BELL: Obviously you know your own experiences better than anyone 

else, but what about other white teachers who complain about rac- 

ism? Do you believe they are playing the race card? 

MR. THORNHILL: Come on. No. I almost don't believe that’s a serious 

question [laughs]. They hate us. They hate white people. Not every- 

body, that wouldn't be accurate, but a whole lot of my students simply 

cant stand white people. And the parents are worse. They don't take 

responsibility for anything. They drop their kids off looking a mess, 

they're looking a mess, and then they don't want to be bothered, they 

want to be left alone all day, which is funny because it isn't like they’re 

going to work, most of them are on some kind of welfare. If 1 or any- 

one else dare call home and disturb their precious slumber, then all hell 

breaks loose. Especially if you're white. If you want to know the truth, 

I’m actually surprised more of us aren't coming forward. There's defi- 

nitely a hostility directed at whites. And it’s not just in the schools, ei- 

ther, it comes from the top down. It comes from the so-called president. 

From being lazy to not caring about their kids, Mr. Thornhill believed in, 

and was not shy about expressing, a multitude of racial stereotypes, particu- 

larly stereotypes about African Americans. He and other teachers within the 

aggression category were so wedded to black stereotypes that they refused to 

even consider the possibility of nonwhite racial victimization. When asked 

if blacks and other people of color were simply speaking to their own lived 

realities, Mr. Thornhill immediately dismissed my question, instead asking, 

“How many bad experiences can there be?” Conversely, Mr. Thornhill con- 
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sidered his own racialized experiences absolute. Despite his antipathy to- 

ward blacks and other people of color who allegedly played the race card, 

Mr. Thornhill considered the insinuation that he himself engaged in a simi- 

lar process “ridiculous.” Furthermore, due to the perceived antiwhite atmo- 

sphere of his school—and, apparently, the country writ large—Mr. Thornhill 

had no trouble accepting the truthfulness of other white Brick City teachers 

who claimed to be victims of racial discrimination. 

Reserved for nonwhite claims of racial victimization, authentic grievance 

in the form of aggression stood out because of the vitriol it engendered in 

white Brick City teachers. Time and again, white teachers defended their dis- 

cursive contradictions by wading deep into the well of racial stereotypes, ac- 

cusing people of color of playing the race card and refusing to entertain their 

veracity. Teachers within this category were outwardly angered not only by 

what they regarded as false claims of racial victimization but also by the in- 

sinuation, or mere suggestion, that their own racialized experiences could 

be looked at within the same vein. As one teacher put it, “You can’t compare 

my life with some bullshit artist looking to play the race card” Still, looking 

beyond personal experience, the anger and aggression directed at “race hus- 

tlers” and “race pimps” did not preclude white Brick City teachers from ac- 

cepting the authenticity of white racial victimization as a whole. 

A different and, in many ways, more hostile response than racial rational- 

ization, authentic grievance was yet another defensive mechanism used by 

white Brick City teachers to repair the white habitus and restore the white 

racial equilibrium.™ As self-proclaimed longtime believers in colorblindness 

and American postracialism, many teachers were shaken by the realization 

that, based on their own responses, they were neither colorblind nor postra- 

cial, at least not to the degree or with the consistency that they had previ- 

ously believed. When faced with their own ideological and experiential con- 

tradictions, a number of interviewees responded with authentic grievance, 

subjectively assigning legitimacy or illegitimacy to white versus nonwhite 

claims of racial victimization. Using acceptance, skepticism, and aggression, 

white Brick City teachers painted white claims of racial victimization as au- 

thentic while remaining skeptical about, and at times aggressively lashing out 

against, nonwhite claims of racial victimization. 
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Maybe There’s Something to This Whole Race Thing 

It's something that’s been bothering me, like ’ve done everything I could 

not to admit it to myself. Maybe there’s something to this whole race thing, 

you know. Being in the minority at my school has kind of opened my eyes 

a little bit. Is this how, you know, blacks feel everywhere else? Do I make 

black people feel the way I sometimes feel at work? The more I think about 

it, the more I realize I probably won't like the answer to those questions. 

—SOPHIA TAYLOR, 38 

Racial rationalization and authentic grievance were by far the most common 

strategies used by white Brick City teachers when trying to account for their 

ideological and experiential contradictions. A third response, reluctant recog- 

nition, while not as frequent, was just as illuminating. Reluctant recognition 

is the deliberate and careful consideration of personal racialized experiences, 

specifically assessing how they may or may not translate to the broader so- 

cial world. The teachers who engaged in reluctant recognition paid special 

attention to racial status and racial space, questioning whether or not their 

racialized experiences within Brick City schools were applicable to racial mi- 

norities throughout the United States. Also, teachers in this category openly 

questioned whether they, outside Brick City schools, acted in ways that were 

similar to black students and black families within Brick City schools. These 

teachers, when faced with their discursive contradictions, grappled with 

them in nuanced ways, ultimately giving far more consideration to the inter- 

section of race, ideology, and personal experience. 

Reluctant recognition entailed both majority and minority comparisons. 

Some teachers chose to analyze their role as the racialized other, while other 

teachers chose to analyze their role as the racialized norm. To put it differ- 

ently, some teachers recognized the similarities between their experiences 

in Brick City schools and those of people of color throughout the broader 

United States (minority comparison), while other teachers recognized the 

similarities between their black students in Brick City schools and them- 

selves throughout the broader United States (majority comparison). At least 

one teacher made majority and minority comparisons and came to the con- 

clusion that “unless we get the chance to live in each other's shoes and see the 

world through each other’s eyes, we're never going to get past race, you know. 

Maybe we don't deserve to.’ As this particular quote indicates, reluctant rec- 

ognition, tellingly, and perhaps accurately, often led to a deep sense of pes- 

simism, engendering a negative outlook on race relations moving forward. 
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Mrs. Bradley, thirty-one, has been teaching in a predominantly black 

Brick City school for close to ten years. She, like my other interviewees, ex- 

pressed a strong belief in colorblindness. Although she claimed to be pas- 

sionate about fighting poverty, she thought “the race thing” had largely been 

“dealt with” Therefore, Mrs. Bradley, in addition to colorblindness, also be- 

lieved in American postracialism. Both colorblindness and postracialism 

disappeared in their entirety once the conversation shifted to her own racial- 

ized experiences within Brick City schools. I asked her about this contradic- 

tion, and her response is captured in the following exchange. 

BELL: Earlier in the interview, you said that people who complain 

about race, or racism, are looking to make an excuse and that we 

should all focus on being colorblind. 

MRS. BRADLEY: Yeah, well, yeah, I feel that way. I think it’s true. 

BELL: OK, but you yourself complained about racism when describing 

your experiences at Taft Middle School. So, given your previous posi- 

tion, would you include yourself in those who use race as an excuse? 

MRS. BRADLEY: Well, no. I don't think it’s the same. I, um [pause], 

I, I think I talk about my own life, you know. Like, when I told you 

about being called the dumb white lady, or when a parent asks to talk 

to a black teacher, I mean, that really happened. I don't know what 

else to call it. I mean, is there another word? I don't think any of that 

would happen to me if I were a black teacher; it’s because I’m white. 

To me, that’s racism. It's not an excuse or anything, it really happened. 

It's really racism. 

BELL: Well, along those lines, when a person of color recites a specific 

experience and describes it as racism, does that make it OK? Does re- 

lying on personal experience make talking about racism legitimate? 

MRS. BRADLEY: [Pause] I don't know, like, how do I know it really 

happened, you know? 

BELL: And what if someone said the same thing to you? What if some- 

one assumed your racial experiences were exaggerated or made up? 

MRS. BRADLEY: [Long pause] You know, that’s a really good question. 

I don't think I’ve ever thought of it that way. I've never, um, I hay- 

ent considered it from that perspective before. Like, I’m sure people 
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would hear me talk about work and think, “Yeah, right, she’s so full 

of shit,’ you know, but it’s true, I swear it’s true. .. . I bet there's some 

stuff I'm forgetting [pause]. Hmmm, that’s, that’s kind of awful to 

think about. Like, what if I've been wrong, you know? I mean if even 

half the stuff my students say is true, then I'd hate white people too 

[laughs]. And here I am dismissing them. Wow, this is kind of sad. I 

don't know what to think. 

Initially, Mrs. Bradley used authentic grievance to explain away her dis- 

cursive contradictions. Without much thought, she stressed the authenticity 

of her own experiences while questioning those of people of color (“How do 

I know it really happened?”). After several follow-up questions, specifically a 

question that hypothesized the second-guessing of her own racialized experi- 

ences, Mrs. Bradley, seemingly for the first time, considered the possibility that 

people of color were telling the truth about the significance of race and racism 

in their lives. Taken aback, Mrs. Bradley put herself in the shoes of her black 

students, imagining how she would feel about white people if some of them 

actively discriminated against her and others, for whatever reason, did not 

seem to care. On recognizing her potential error (“and here I am dismissing 

them”), she became sad, confused, and pessimistic, struggling to make sense 

of the intersecting complexities of racial status and racialized experience. 

Mrs. Clark took a different route to reluctant recognition, although the 

process and outcome were nearly identical. Instead of focusing on being a 

racial minority, Mrs. Clark paid more attention to majoritarian similarities. 

After a back-and-forth about the merits of nonwhite racial victimization in 

terms of both frequency and authenticity, Mrs. Clark remained skeptical 

about the extent to which nonwhites experience racism in the contemporary 

United States. As I prepared to move on in the interview, Mrs. Clark, un- 

prompted, decided to reengage on the topic of racial victimization. 

MRS. CLARK: It’s just, I don’t know, I’ve thought a lot about this, 

and it’s weird. There’s some students that hate white people no mat- 

ter what. It doesn’t matter who you are or what type of teacher you 

are, they're just not going to like you. I’ve been called a white bitch, 

a dumb white ho, a Becky (which I guess is code for white bimbo or 

whatever), but some students, I wonder whether or not they meant 

to be racist or insensitive or offensive at all. Like, I remember the first 

time a student told me that I was OK for a white lady, or white girl, 

I was cool for a white girl. At the time, all I could think was, Well, 
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what the hell does that mean? What does that say about white peo- 

ple? Like, I got really upset. I even sent her to the office. Now, think- 

ing back just now when we were talking, I think she was trying to be 

nice, you know? Maybe she was giving me a compliment. This whole 

idea about contradictions, was I being overly sensitive? Was I the one 

being politically correct? I think I took a compliment badly and pun- 

ished Anaya for no reason [long pause]. 

BELL: Is everything OK? 

MRS. CLARK: Yeah, I’m fine. I feel bad for Anaya. She never really 

liked me after that, and I think now I know why. Who can blame her, 

you know? But, um, I don't know, it just got me thinking, um, maybe 

sometimes I say or do things that black people find hurtful, even ifI _ 

didn’t mean it that way. Like, what’s the word? Um, intent. Like, what 

if intent doesn't matter so much? What if it’s more about how people 

feel, you know, how people are affected? So maybe we as white people 

might say something we think is harmless, but from, um, their per- 

spective, um, for black people it isn’t really harmless at all. Maybe it’s 

extremely harmful, you know. I guess I can see why people still might 

want to talk about race. | 

After recalling a specific interaction with one of her black students, Mrs. 

Clark appeared to become visibly upset, prompting me to double-check 

that she was OK to continue. She assured me that she was, then proceeded 

to work through the racial meaning of this specific experience. Mrs. Clark 

openly grappled with the possibility that she misinterpreted the racial signif- 

icance of acomment made by one of her students and, in her misunderstand- 

ing, punished the student “for no reason.’ Not content with relitigating this 

one experience, however, Mrs. Clark connected it to race and society more 

broadly, taking the time to differentiate between the intent and outcome of 

racialized interactions. That is, in her more common role as a member of 

the racial majority, Mrs. Clark wondered whether she had ever said or done 

anything, regardless of intent, that was received as offensive or “extremely 

harmful” by racial minorities. The mere possibility of such an occurrence 

caused her to take a more understanding tone toward color-consciousness 

(“I guess can see why people still might want to talk about race”). Still, much 

like Mrs. Bradley, Mrs. Clark only engaged reluctant recognition after spe- 

cific follow-up questions from me, and she too was eventually left with a pes- 

simistic view of race in the contemporary United States. 
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Reluctant recognition is the process by which white teachers came to ap- 

preciate racial status and racial experience in more meaningful and intro- 

spective ways. Although the teachers who engaged this process did so re- 

luctantly, they at least tried to make a connection between their racialized 

experiences in Brick City schools and those of racial minorities throughout 

society as a whole. Some teachers focused on minority-based similarities, 

while others focused on majority-based similarities, yet they all saw the im- 

portance of racial status, particularly the way it shaped racial experience and 

racial understanding. All told, reluctant recognition sought clarity and per- 

spective, not innocence or rationalization. It did not assign legitimacy or il- 

legitimacy to racial grievance; rather, it pursued a greater understanding of 

racial grievance, seeking to discern why and how it came to be interpreted 

so differently. Although few in number, the teachers who displayed reluctant 

recognition challenged themselves in ways that other teachers did not, but in 

doing so, they came away more pessimistic about the future of race relations. 

CONCLUSION 

On April 4, 1968, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was shot and killed in Memphis, 

Tennessee. On November 4, 2008, Barack Obama was elected president of 

the United States, becoming the first person of color to ever hold that dis- 

tinction. A mere forty years after the face of the civil rights movement was 

gunned down on a hotel balcony, American voters, in an Electoral College 

landslide, selected a black man to become the face of the nation. In just four 

decades’ time, the United States transitioned from a nation of explicit race- 

consciousness, symbolized by an overt system of racial hierarchy and marred 

by extreme racial conflict, to one that is prized and characterized as cultur- 

ally and institutionally postracial. Today this new racial orthodoxy praises 

colorblindness and bemoans color-consciousness. It constructs racism and 

antiracism as two sides of the same damaging, politically destructive coin. 

This ideological framing proved seductive for white Brick City teachers: even 

in the face of their own color-conscious experiences, they held tight to color- 

blindness as their normative racial ideology. 

To varying degrees the general themes of colorblindness and postracial- 

ism could be found in almost all of my interviews, but as a general matter, 

white Brick City teachers believed that the best way to improve race rela- 

tions, going forward, was to forgo any and all forms of racial recognition. 

Personal identity, politics and policy, and interpersonal communication all 

needed to dispense with race as an explanatory or intervening variable. Then 
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and only then could America finally get past its “obsession” with race. Once 

the conversation shifted to Brick City schools, however, white teachers be- 

trayed their own ideological stances. Within the context of nonwhite racial- 

ized spaces, interview respondents became extremely color-conscious and, 

to a teacher, displayed a hyperattentiveness to white racial identity and anti- 

white discrimination. The same teachers who early in the interview claimed 

to be devoted to colorblindness then, later in the interview, offered a litany of 

thoughts, examples, and experiences detailing the salience of race. Perhaps 

most telling, and sociologically compelling, was the fact that without specific 

prompting from me, white Brick City teachers were completely oblivious to 

their ideological and experiential contradictions. 

Once exposed to their own contradictory statements, white teachers be- 

came nervous, showing signs of racialized stress and being outside of their 

ideological comfort zones. This new—albeit temporary—reality led to a va- 

riety of defense mechanisms, all designed to protect the white habitus and 

restore the white racial equilibrium. Again struggling to speak in complete 

or coherent sentences (rhetorical incoherence), interview respondents used 

a combination of justification (racial rationalization) and adjudication (au- 

thentic grievance) to mitigate their own culpability in making race real and 

perpetuating the “mirage” of racial victimization. Though several teachers 

examined their contradictory stances introspectively (reluctant recognition), 

they were in the minority and, overall, not representative of my respondents 

as a whole. Taken together, these overlapping processes, with the lone excep- 

tion of reluctant recognition, suggests that racial ideology is quite durable, so 

much so that not even personal experience is guaranteed to challenge it in a 

serious and sustained manner. 
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CONCLUSION: WHITE IDENTITY POLITICS 

AND THE COMING CRISIS OF PLACE 

America is run primarily by white, Christian men, and there is a segment 

of our population who hates that, despises that power structure. 

—former Fox News commentator BILL O'REILLY, May 29, 2007 

Its a changing country, the demographics are changing. It’s not a 

traditional America anymore.— former Fox News commentator 

BILL O REILLY, November 6, 2012 

It’s impossible to fully understand modern American politics without 

coming to terms with the fact that this country has been obsessed with 

white people for 409 years.—STEVE PHILLIPS, Brown Is the New White 

At the start of our interview, Mrs. Walker was visibly apprehensive. Sipping 

from a cup of coffee in a thinly populated Starbucks, she jokingly mused 

about swapping it out for wine or “something stronger.’ Although we had pre- 

viously discussed my research project over the phone, Mrs. Walker showed 

signs of hesitation when I began the face-to-face interview. In a muted and 

somewhat nervous tone, she admitted that she “didn't really know what to 

say. Compounding matters further was the fact that I myself was quite ner- 



vous. Because this was one of my first interviews, I felt uneasy about my 

abilities as a researcher and uncertain about the empirical validity of inter- 

viewing white teachers. Shortly after the interview began, my uneasiness and 

uncertainty felt justified. Mrs. Walker gave one-word answers to each of my 

questions, and I, despite studious and detailed preparation, engaged in my 

own version of rhetorical incoherence. As we continued our conversation, 

however, I started to find my voice. I paid close attention to Mrs. Walker’s 

responses, and I tailored my probes and follow-up questions in a way that 

facilitated a comprehensive and coequal construction of data. After our in- 

terview concluded, I sat quietly looking over my notes when, to my surprise, 

Mrs. Walker tapped me on the shoulder. I stood up and turned toward her. 

She smiled, gave me a hug, and remarked, “Thank you. I didn't realize I had 

so much to say.’ 

Like Mrs. Walker, other white Brick City teachers also had much to say. 

As white teachers working in predominantly black schools, race was not 

something they could avoid, and white racial identity, specifically, was not 

something they could ignore. My interview respondents recounted a multi- 

tude of experiences—sometimes humorous, other times harrowing—that at 

once confirmed, contradicted, and complicated many of the now taken-for- 

granted constructions of whiteness and white racial identity in the United 

States. Yes, I found evidence that whiteness is generally invisible, often mas- 

querading as the raceless norm, and had I stopped there, this study would 

neatly fit within the broader sociological literature. Thankfully, I did not stop 

there. I went past general constructions of whiteness, instead zeroing in on 

that which is situated within a specific racialized context. By doing so, I found 

that, in addition to general constructions as the invisible, raceless norm, 

whiteness—under certain spatial and experiential circumstances—could be 

made visible, constructed and lived as a meaningful racial identity. 

In this conclusion I move beyond discussing white teachers from the Brick 

City School District and shift my focus to whiteness and white racial identity 

throughout the broader United States. More specifically, I elaborate on how 

my findings connect to, and what they mean for, broader social processes 

and race relations moving forward. How will whiteness be experienced and 

understood in a country that continues to undergo drastic demographic and 

cultural changes? How will white people respond to the new reality of a more 

diverse, more egalitarian, racially pluralistic society? What will a heightened 

sense of white racial identity mean for white people, and what will more 

forceful challenges to white racial hegemony mean for society? I place my 

findings within the context of these and other critical questions, and in do- 
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ing so, I paint a somewhat unsettling picture about the months and years 

to come. Finally, I conclude the book with a brief discussion about the lim- 

itations of this study, and I make several suggestions for future research on 

white racial identity. 

IS AMERICA BECOMING A NONWHITE RACIALIZED SPACE? 

In many ways, public schools today act as a harbinger for things to come. 

Public education is now a majority-minority institution, meaning that there 

are collectively more nonwhite students than there are white students.’ 

Though white students still constitute the single largest racial category, they 

are slightly outnumbered by the combined number of nonwhite students. 

Also, even though public schools—particularly urban public schools—are 

inundated with nonwhite students, their overall power structure remains pre- 

dominantly white.* That is, teachers, staff members, security guards, counsel- 

ors, nurses, principals, vice principals, and district administrators typically 

do not reflect the diversity of a rapidly changing student body.’ Therefore, 

while students of color may be overrepresented in terms of physical bodies, 

whiteness remains atop the status hierarchy, as actual white people yield a 

disproportionately large share of the power, influence, and decision-making 

authority. Other institutions throughout the country—indeed, the country 

itself—operate in a similar fashion.’ 

As we move further into the twenty-first century, the United States will in- 

creasingly become blacker and browner.’ Demographic realities are changing 

the racial complexity of physical space, and as a result, more and more of the 

country is becoming associated with people of color. As with public schools, 

however, demographics alone say very little about power dynamics, and cur- 

rently there are no projections suggesting that racial minorities will overtake— 

or even reach parity with—white Americans in terms of political and eco- 

nomic power anytime soon.° Still, the perceived racial identity of physical 

space closely mirrors the racial composition of the people who occupy it.’ 

Thus, the growing presence of nonwhite bodies can, and often does, facilitate 

the interruption of whiteness as the default form of American-ness, particu- 

larly in the minds of white people themselves.’ This, I believe, will remain the 

case in the United States going forward, regardless of a power structure that 

is institutionally and operationally more receptive to whiteness. 

Beyond sheer numbers, the culture of our country is changing as well. 

Rap music, once reviled as a deviant form of entertainment, is now one of the 

most popular genres in the country, even among white youth.’ Public school 
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curricula for K-12 are becoming more racially inclusive, and many colleges 

and universities are introducing courses that are critical of whiteness as a 

privileged racial category.’° Harriet Tubman, abolitionist and pioneer of the 

Underground Railroad, was slated to replace, or at least join, Andrew Jack- 

son on the twenty-dollar bill." The Confederate flag has been removed from 

state capitols in the South, and, despite numerous protests, monuments of 

Confederate “heroes” are being removed from public spaces all across the 

country.” Also, in the wake of a number of officer-involved shootings, Black 

Lives Matter and other protest movements have engaged in a critical and 

sustained examination of how communities of color are policed in Amer- 

ica. These killings, often recorded on smartphones by nearby civilians, have 

spawned marches, riots, protests during the national anthem, and a highly 

political, highly racialized public conversation about race and the criminal 

justice system.” 

Another perceived cultural shift revolves around free speech, or the lack 

thereof. For a growing number of white and nonwhite Americans, the specter 

of political correctness has all but stifled public debate.” Any topic that is con- 

sidered too sensitive or uncomfortable, especially for people of color, is to be 

avoided at all costs or, at the very least, spoken about only in dark places, far 

removed from the spotlight.'° These ostensibly taboo topics include research 

findings about 1Q differences between white people and people of color, the 

prevalence and pervasiveness of black intraracial violence (black-on-black 

crime), any criticism whatsoever of so-called black or brown cultural pathol- 

ogies, and even the use of individual words, such as “illegal,” “articulate,” or 

“angry, in reference to specific minority groups.'® Although the “problem” 

of political correctness is largely exaggerated, the culture of the country has 

changed, and white people today can be—and often are—held accountable 

for the stereotypical or racist things they say or do publicly.” All told, unlike 

the United States of decades and centuries past, the contemporary US is no 

longer a country where hegemonic whiteness can expect to go unchallenged, 

which for many white Americans is visibly and deeply unsettling.* 

These demographic and cultural changes did not take place in a vacuum. 

The increasing visibility, cultural expression, and political power of racial 

minorities all took place within the physical space that is the United States. 

The country itself is becoming darker, a reality that looms large in the minds 

of many white Americans.” It is one thing for a white-dominated country to 

have individual pockets of nonwhite space, but it is something else altogether 

for the country as a whole to become spatially and institutionally multicul- 

tural.”? Although the white majority still enjoys a disproportionate amount 
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of political and economic power, their standing atop the racial hierarchy can 

no longer be taken for granted.” To be clear, I am not suggesting that the 

United States has reached racial parity in its cultural praxis and institutional 

functioning, but I do believe we are now in a position where white Ameri- 

cans can no longer claim ownership of the country, at least not without in- 

curring a fierce and racially diverse backlash. Thus, much as with the arc of 

urban schools, millions of white Americans now believe that this once white 

and therefore “normal” country has become culturally, demographically, and 

spatially racialized.” 

A NEW POLITICAL AWAKENING 

On the evening of November 6, 2012—election night—before the presiden- 

tial race between Democratic incumbent Barack Obama and Republican 

challenger Mitt Romney had officially been decided, conservative pundit 

and then Fox News political commentator Bill O’Reilly offered his assess- 

ment of what the incoming Obama-friendly results meant for the country. 

To his Fox News colleagues and presumably millions of viewers O'Reilly pro- 

claimed, “It’s a changing country, the demographics are changing. It’s not a 

traditional America anymore, and there are 50 percent of the voting public 

who want stuff. They want things, and who is going to give them things? 

President Obama. He knows it, and he ran on it” In a defeated and somber 

tone, O’ Reilly concluded that whereas “twenty years ago, President Obama 

would have been roundly defeated by an establishment candidate like Mitt 

Romney, the white establishment is now the minority?” 

O'Reilly's words were far from a value-free description or politically neu- 

tral observation; he was lamenting the changing demographics of America, 

as well as the corresponding cultural shifts he believed to be a direct result. 

To O'Reilly, the demographic, cultural, and now political changes that gave 

rise to Barack Obama ran counter to so-called “traditional” American values. 

These new Americans, blacker and browner, were, according to O’Reilly, not 

sufficiently devoted to self-reliance and therefore constituted a voting elec- 

torate that was primarily concerned with government handouts or getting 

“stuff? Thus, in ridiculing the apparent nontraditional values of Obama vot- 

ers, O'Reilly also displayed a wishful nostalgia for an America of a bygone 

era. That is, he showed his desire to return to a time when, after receiving 59 

percent of the white vote, a presidential candidate—in this case, Romney— 

would have won in an electoral landslide, roundly defeating someone like 

Obama.” 
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O'Reilly wasn't alone in exhibiting what critical whiteness scholar John T. 

Warren terms the “rhetorical body of whiteness.” Other commentators and 

political pundits chimed in as well. The day after the 2012 election, on his pop- 

ular talk radio show, polemical commentator Rush Limbaugh claimed that 

“we're outnumbered” and “we've lost the country.’ Comedian-turned—Fox 

News contributor Dennis Miller, reflecting on the same election, stated that 

he liked the country “the way it was” and bemoaned the possibility that “it’s 

not going to be like that anymore.” Miller went on to note, “Do I think it’s 

the America that I saw from eighteen to fifty-eight, no, I don't. .. . Its not the 

America that I’ve grown comfortable with.” Ann Coulter, another popular 

political commentator, explicitly tied President Obama's reelection to racial 

demographics when she asserted, without any evidence, that “Teddy Ken- 

nedy’s 1965 Immigration Act was specifically designed to change the demo- 

graphics of this nation. I think Mitt Romney would have won last night if he 

had the same demographics Ronald Reagan had.” 

From Bill O'Reilly to Rush Limbaugh, from Dennis Miller to Ann Coulter, 

the various reactions to the 2012 presidential election all represented a grow- 

ing trepidation over the newfound political power of nonwhite voters. Fur- 

thermore, in the world of zero-sum politics, these commentators interpreted 

the electoral increase in minority voting power as a concomitant decrease 

in white voting power.” Thus, from their perspective, the growing visibility 

and political efficacy of racial minorities not only increased their own sense 

of racial awareness but also precipitated feelings of loss, grievance, and, most 

germane to this study, victimization.” It would be easy to dismiss the com- 

ments of O’Reilly et al. as individual and emotional responses to a heart- 

breaking electoral defeat, but four years later—after explicitly engaging in a 

campaign of white identity politics—former reality television star and prom- 

inent birther Donald Trump was elected president of the United States.” Evi- 

dence suggests that this was no coincidence.” 

WHITE IDENTITY POLITICS 

Despite having no political experience, at any level, and running on a plat- 

form that included white nationalism,” Donald Trump won more than three 

hundred Electoral College votes, including victories in the traditional Demo- 

cratic strongholds of Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania. President 

Trump won white voters by a margin of 21 percentage points (58 percent to 37 

percent), and subsequent analysis has shown that two of the biggest motivat- 

ing factors among white Trump voters were “fear of diversity” and “cultural 
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anxiety.’ Even though the Trump administration was marred by conflict 

and controversy, white voters, particularly those without a college degree, 

remained loyal to him, as they were the only racial group among which a 

majority of voters approved of the president’s job performance.® In just one 

term, the Trump administration, among other things, took a more punitive 

stance toward illegal immigration, moved toward curtailing legal immigra- 

tion, successfully instituted a travel ban that disproportionately affected Mus- 

lim countries, and repeatedly promised to clamp down on so-called voter 

fraud in communities of color.** Coupled with multiple controversies sur- 

rounding race, such as referring to neo-Nazis as “very fine people” and Afri- 

can nations as “shithole countries,” as well as a fiscal policy that saw billions 

of dollars in taxpayer funds go to rural, predominantly white states, the now 

former president's continued support from a majority of white Americans is 

emblematic of a modern and hyperpartisan strain of white identity politics.* 

Ashley Jardina, a political scientist at Duke University, uses sweeping data 

to provide a window into the evolution and growth of white identity poli- 

tics in the modern era.*° By examining racial politics from the perspective 

of the white majority, Jardina shows, empirically, how in-group solidarity, as 

opposed to out-group hostility, has become a powerful political force, moti- 

vating millions of white voters. In response to a litany of cultural, economic, 

and, particularly, demographic changes (see earlier discussion), many white 

Americans, according to Jardina, have turned “inward,” causing them to “cir- 

cle the wagons, and to see their racial group as the one that is threatened.” 

She continues, “The distinction between white prejudice and white identity 

also has implications for the types of political messages elites may use to per- 

suade whites. Politicians need not appeal to racial animus to be politically 

successful. . . . Instead, they might campaign to preserve the status quo, or 

to protect whites’ collective interests.””” Jardina’s framework of white identity 

politics, while paradigm-shifting as a work of scholarship, transcended aca- 

demia altogether and was put to the test during the 2016 presidential elec- 

tion; it passed with flying colors. 

In their detailed and wide-ranging book Identity Crisis: The 2016 Presiden- 

tial Campaign and the Battle for the Meaning of America, political scientists 

John Sides, Michael Tesler, and Lynn Vavreck marshal a comprehensive array 

of data to demonstrate the extent to which racial politics have changed over 

the last few election cycles.** Starting with the election of Barack Obama, 

both major political parties began to undergo a fundamental realignment, 

one that saw white voters with conservative racial attitudes defect from the 

Democratic Party in great numbers.” Before the 2008 election, white Amer- 
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icans saw Republicans and Democrats as equally devoted to civil rights, and 

less than half of white voters without a college degree could accurately iden- 

tify Democrats as the party most committed to protecting the rights of non- 

white citizens.*° The election and reelection of Barack Obama, however, clar- 

ified the politics of race, and a growing number of white voters came to view 

Republicans as the party of white interests and Democrats as the party of 

nonwhite interests. This view of racial politics was exacerbated by the con- 

tentious, and explicitly racialized, presidential election of 2016. 

Race, racial identity, and racial attitudes all played major roles in the presi- 

dential contest between Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton. In large part 

through an explicit brand of white identity politics, Donald Trump activated 

white racial awareness and in-group solidarity in a way that had not been seen 

in modern presidential politics.** From the moment he announced his candi- 

dacy, Trump positioned himself as the defender of traditional America, vow- 

ing to stand up to rapid cultural change, fight political correctness, and “make 

America great again.” At almost every step of the campaign, Trump found an 

outsider to denigrate or a foreign threat that endangered Americans. Exam- 

ples include his pledge to build a wall along our southern border, his threat to 

shut down all Muslim immigration into the country, and his promise to de- 

fend the American heartland by getting tough on China. Ultimately, by oth- 

ering and opposing various groups of color, criticizing demographic and cul- 

tural change, and vowing to restore America to an ostensibly glorified past, 

President Trump successfully appealed to white racial identity, fostering an 

“us versus them’ mentality that eventually landed him in the White House.*” 

For her part, Hillary Clinton intensified this process by candidly talking 

about race throughout her campaign.** From the Democratic primary to the 

general election, the former first lady, US senator, and secretary of state spoke 

openly about politically controversial topics such as white privilege, uncon- 

scious bias, and institutional racism. At the height of the campaign Secretary 

Clinton gave a national speech about the growing threat of white national- 

ism in the form of the alt-right, and at the Democratic National Conven- 

tion she offered a primetime slot to Mothers of the Movement, a group of 

African American mothers who have lost sons to gun violence, including 

at the hands of law enforcement.* Furthermore, Secretary Clinton was not 

shy about linking xenophobia and white nationalism to Trump's popularity, 

doing so on multiple occasions throughout the campaign.*° Perhaps unbe- 

knownst to Clinton, in an election broadly conceived as white political in- 

terests versus nonwhite political interests, she was perceived, by a significant 

portion of the white electorate, as supporting the latter.’” 
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Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck show that the 2008, 2012, and 2016 presidential 

elections combined to have a profound effect on white identity politics. As it 

stands now, a substantial percentage of the white voting public views politics 

as a zero-sum contest between leaders who would protect white rights and 

those who would challenge them.” For their part, both major political par- 

ties have taken notice. Many Democrats have cautioned party leaders against 

focusing too heavily on issues pertaining to racial minorities—ironically re- 

ferred to as “identity politics” —and many Republicans have leaned hard into 

the Donald Trump playbook, waging culture wars and making overt appeals 

to white solidarity.°° As a whole, the cultural and demographic racialization 

of the United States, specifically in the white imagination, has linked race 

and partisanship in ways that are without historical precedent.” Empirically, 

sociologists and other social scientists have only begun to grapple with these 

changes and what they mean for the country moving forward.” 

TOWARD A FUTURE OF WHITENESS INTERRUPTED 

Whiteness interrupted, the idea that white racelessness can be challenged in 

clear and patterned ways, was one of the very first themes that emerged from 

my interview data. Within the walls of Brick City schools, seemingly raceless 

teachers transitioned to white teachers as whiteness itself became a visible 

and visceral identity that could not be ignored. A second theme, white racial 

victimization, compounded this process. That is, as I conducted more inter- 

views and analyzed more data, it became obvious that, for white Brick City 

teachers, their budding racial identities were not random; rather, they arose 

out of an iterative and interactional process that saw these teachers firmly 

positioned as the racialized other. This spatial—and explicitly racialized— 

dynamic led white teachers to react in multiple ways. While only some be- 

came reactionary and lashed out at black students and black families, they 

all, at one point or another, looked inward, acknowledging their own racial 

identity and turning to other white teachers for comfort and solidarity. 

In assessing the documented demographic and cultural changes, as well as 

the emergence of a real and formidable white identity politics, I have some- 

what begrudgingly come to the conclusion that whiteness interrupted is now 

taking place on a national scale. Within the collective recesses of the white 

racial frame,® the United States of America, long considered a white space, is 

becoming racialized, altering the culture and the very character of the coun- 

try. Although white Americans are still a powerful and highly segregated 

group, they become a smaller share of the national population with each 
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passing year. A number of them worry that unless this trend is confronted 

and eventually defeated, time itself will continue to weaken the strength of 

white hegemony and threaten the security of the white habitus. Thus, ev- 

erything from neighborhoods to schools, from policing to the presidency, 

will be challenged—and sometimes changed—by the increasing presence 

and cultural influence of racial minorities. Consistent with my findings, this 

new reality has made white racial identity much more visible, and there are 

increasing signs that the interrelated processes of seeing white, feeling white, 

and being white are manifest beyond the urban classroom. 

There is no realistic way for me to predict the future of race relations in 

the United States, but I do believe that the various processes outlined and 

discussed in this book will, to a certain degree, be replicated throughout 

the country as a whole. As our cultural and political history demonstrates, 

white racial identity can be activated, motivated, and mobilized to racially 

regressive ends. That being said, however, especially owing to intraracial 

diversity and a growing multiracial population, it is impossible to know how 

all white Americans will respond to a rapidly changing society. Millions of 

white Americans welcome these changes, with some actively working toward 

a more diverse and egalitarian society. Others fall somewhere between re- 

jection and acceptance, and still others are indifferent, rarely giving much 

thought to broader demographic and cultural changes. Complicating matters 

further is the variation among minority groups. Each nonwhite group has its 

own history, its own cultural practices, and its own internal politics. Also, 

due to intersectionality, intragroup membership is far from monolithic. All 

told, whether surveying white or nonwhite Americans, it is difficult to pre- 

dict the long-term consequences of a nationally elevated white racial identity. 

In the meantime, it seems prudent to pay attention to those spaces where 

nonwhite racialization has already taken place. These spaces include institu- 

tions, such as urban schools, certain residential areas, or, in some cases, even 

entire states. States like Arizona, Nevada, Florida, Colorado, and Georgia, for 

example, are racing toward majority-minority status, a milestone that four 

others, Hawaii, California, New Mexico, and Texas, have already reached. 

Although they each have their own internal culture and political structure, 

I believe that focusing on white racial identity—and race relations more 

broadly—within these states offers us a window into what has heretofore 

been a racially uncertain future. As it stands now, race scholars need to doa 

better job of incorporating physical space into their methodological consid- 

erations and overall research designs. Space, like people, can be racialized. 
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Therefore, any rigorous analysis of racial identity, racial experience, or racial 

ideology must also consider the racialization of the physical world. 

LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

When my findings are placed within the broader literature on white racial 

identity, several avenues for future research emerge, primarily stemming from 

the limitations of the study itself. First, as significant as my data are, they come 

from a small sample of teachers in one school district. Future research needs 

to consider a variety of school settings from different parts of the country. 

Next, even after racialized space is taken seriously, nonwhite racial variation 

needs to be given greater consideration. That is, any future work on white 

teachers must include those from predominantly Asian schools, predomi- 

nantly Latino schools, and Native American reservations. With Asian Amer- 

icans and Asian immigrants broadly constructed as model minorities, Latino 

Americans and Latino immigrants increasingly constructed as a racial threat, 

and Native Americans broadly forgotten, the possibility for empirical contri- 

butions and theoretical breakthroughs appear to be considerable. Finally, at 

least pertaining to schools, future work needs to take socioeconomic variation 

into account. Many nonwhite students from middle- and upper-class back- 

grounds also attend racially segregated schools with a predominantly white 

teaching staff. Therefore, in terms of white racial identity, the impact of afflu- 

ent nonwhite racialized space remains unexplored and unknown. 

Looking beyond urban education, other professions also need to be con- 

sidered. While each may present its own set of challenges, particularly re- 

lated to access, studying white correctional officers who work in prisons or 

jails, white police officers who work in inner-city communities, or white so- 

cial workers who primarily serve people of color all seem to be worthwhile 

research endeavors. Even though none of these hypothetical studies would 

adequately account for socioeconomic variation, selection effects, or existing 

power differentials between white and nonwhite communities, each, in its 

own way, still has the potential to be substantively rich and theoretically sig- 

nificant. Also, professional spaces are not the only kinds of racialized spaces. 

In the future, researchers should pay attention to those white Americans who 

spend significant amounts of time in nonwhite spaces due to personal cir- 

cumstances. Friendship networks, residential environments, and even inti- 

mate relationships all serve as potential opportunities to study the effects of 

nonwhite racialized space on white racial identity. 
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From a methodological standpoint, future studies must attend to the var- 

ious limitations that currently exist within the research literature. To date, 

the vast majority of work on whiteness and white racial identity has been 

qualitative, historical, philosophical, or otherwise narratively constructed. 

Relatively few studies have utilized statistical or survey methods.* Going 

forward, more quantitative research is needed to complement, and empiri- 

cally extend, the already robust historical, philosophical, and qualitative lit- 

eratures. Also, within the pantheon of qualitative methods, few scholars have 

ventured outside the realm of in-depth interviews.*° That includes this very 

study. In order to take the study of white racialization in new and empirically 

rich directions, more researchers need to utilize ethnography or participant 

observation in their work. Finally, considering the racial and material domi- 

nation that contextualizes white racial identity, there remains a considerable 

need for public sociology and participatory action research.” 

CONCLUSION 

Today white people in America can no longer take whiteness for granted. 

The idea of whiteness as a raceless, meaningless identity, while by no means 

gone, has become harder to rationalize, particularly given its growing visibil- 

ity to white people themselves. The demographics of the country are chang- 

ing, deaths of despair are rising, and, just like their counterparts in the formal 

labor market, the wages of whiteness are flat.°* In this study I have tried to 

analyze several of these processes on a much more localized scale. Instead of 

asking the general question What does it mean to be white?, I ask a similar yet 

more specific question: What does it mean to be white in nonwhite racialized 

spaces? The resegregation of public schools, in conjunction with the over- 

whelming whiteness of teaching, presented me with a unique opportunity 

to study white racial experience in different, and even opposing, racialized 

environments. 

Ultimately, the data I collected for this project were comprehensive, theo- 

retically illuminating, and empirically grounded. Owing to their race, white 

Brick City teachers felt under siege. In their own telling, they were stigma- 

tized, sanctioned, and virtually powerless to alter the underlying conditions 

that led to their mistreatment. From a macro standpoint, similar to the way 

white teachers spoke about whiteness within Brick City schools, white ra- 

cial identity throughout the broader United States is more aware of itself. It 

is more visible, more sensitive to (white) racial victimization, and more re- 

ceptive to explicitly racial—or even racist—appeals. Unlike white Brick City 
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teachers, however, a substantial number of white Americans nationwide are 

actively resisting underlying conditions, decrying demographic change, and 

embracing white identity politics. Thus, from the reemergence of white na- 

tionalism to the rise of Donald Trump, white racial identity is currently being 

mobilized on a national scale. Although this study is not without limitations, 

it does help to identify, analyze, and explain the broad, ongoing, and multi- 

faceted process of whiteness interrupted. 
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APPENDIX: METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

Science, in its traditional construction, aims for abstract knowledge— 

timeless and universal—and the science-based professions draw their 

legitimacy from an abstract and impersonal notion of expertise. 

—MARJORIE DEVAULT, Liberating Method 

Qualitative research thus refers to the meanings, concepts, definitions, 

character, characteristics, metaphors, symbols, and descriptions of things. 

In contrast, quantitative research refers to counts and measures of things. 

—BRUCE BERG, Qualitative Research Methods for the Social Sciences 

Interviewing gives us access to the observations of others. 

—ROBERT WEISS, Learning from Strangers 

QUALITATIVE METHODS 

In describing the promise of qualitative methods, author and research meth- 

odologist John Creswell writes, “I think metaphorically of qualitative re- 

search as an intricate fabric composed of minute threads, many colors, dif- 

ferent textures, and various blends of material.” He continues, “The fabric is 

not explained easily or simply: As opposed to quantitative methods, which 



are primarily concerned with quantity, at the root of qualitative methods is 

a question about quality.’ Qualitative methods do not seek to provide broad 

generalizations or causal linkages—which, to be clear, are both vitally im- 

portant to social scientific inquiry—but instead aim to provide an in-depth 

understanding of human interactions and various social processes. 

Qualitative methods are especially adept at examining and understand- 

ing those social phenomena that do not lend themselves easily to counts and 

precise measurement.’ While there are several drawbacks to such an orienta- 

tion—namely, the lack of representativeness and generalizability—there are 

also certain benefits, including an intimate understanding of people, places, 

and events, a firsthand account of various social processes, and the ability 

to analyze human interaction from multiple vantage points.* Furthermore, 

qualitative research methods allow for inductive analysis, or the possibility 

of generating theory that emerges directly from the data itself.5 As a result, 

research studies that employ qualitative methods often end up in very differ- 

ent places from where they began. 

The complexity and diversity of qualitative methods enable scholars to 

investigate a wide range of social phenomena in the real world. Like any 

other methodological paradigm, qualitative research works best on certain 

kinds of questions. More specifically, qualitative methods are quite suitable 

for problems, questions, or issues that need to be explored.° At its core, this 

study was an exploratory project. My research design and selected meth- 

ods were devised to explore the racialized experiences and meaning-making 

processes of white teachers who work in predominantly black schools. Prin- 

cipally, I wanted to examine the way white teachers themselves understood 

their lives as racial beings, and I also wanted to know whether or not this 

understanding varied in and between differently racialized environments. 

Given my theoretical and substantive focus, I ultimately decided that semi- 

structured, in-depth interviews afforded me the best opportunity to answer 

my questions successfully.’ 

THE RESPONSIVE INTERVIEW MODEL 

The responsive interview model is a qualitative research technique designed 

to enable the interviewer and interviewee to construct data in a way that 

is mutually beneficial to both.’ The interviewer gets rich and sophisticated 

data, while the interviewee gets the chance to play a meaningful role in the 

data construction process. Also, the responsive interview model builds on 

itself through different stages of data collection and analysis. That is, each 
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new stage is, in large part, a product of those that came before it. New ques- 

tions emerge from the answers given to old ones, and each additional inter- 

view purposefully incorporates the events, concepts, and themes of previous 

interviews. Finally, while the responsive interview model builds on itself, it 

maintains enough openness and flexibility to make space for new informa- 

tion as data collection continues. This process is repeated until saturation is 

reached. 

The responsive interview model has four central features: richness of 

data, conversational partnerships, mutual construction of data, and analyt- 

ical flexibility. Conversational partnerships differ from other interviewer- 

interviewee relationships because the researcher eschews any semblance of 

authority and treats all study participants as partners in the research pro- 

cess. Much like other critical epistemologies, conversational partnerships as- 

sume that real people know and can speak to their own reality better than 

any outside observer.’ Although interviewees are not always attendant to his- 

torical and existing structures of power that contextualize their lives, their 

experiences—and the way they make sense of those experiences—are real 

to them. It is incumbent upon us as researchers to respect and value the way 

conversational partners experience and make sense of their own lives, even 

as we search for higher empirical truth." 

Building off the idea of conversational partnerships, the responsive inter- 

view model is a research method in which the interviewer and interviewee 

engage in the mutual construction of data. In this sense, scholars do not 

come into the interview with an expert/novice mindset, or with the inten- 

tion of imposing their will on research participants. To the contrary, given 

that it is they who are recalling and interpreting their own experiences, con- 

versational partners are integral to the type and quality of data that are con- 

structed. Also, in the responsive interview model, researchers have to be able 

to respond in the moment. While it is useful, and highly salient, to build 

on events, concepts, and themes from previous interviews—as well as the 

broader research literature—ultimately each individual interview is its own 

entity, and all interviewees have their own “distinct experience, knowledge, 

and perspective." With this in mind, researchers have to be able to respond 

to what is being said contemporaneously, whether or not it comports with 

data that have already been collected. 

Taken together, conversational partnerships and the mutual construction 

of data often lead to a rich collection of stories, events, concepts, and themes 

that provide a window into whatever social process is under study. The rich 

data collected in the responsive interview go beyond the surface of individ- 
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ual experience and instead delve deeper into the interpretations and feelings 

that are engendered by experience. It is not enough for a conversational part- 

ner to merely recall a process or an event that took place sometime in their 

life. The goal is to get them to share how they experienced it in the moment, 

how they responded to it, and how they make sense of it now. It is the re- 

sponsibility of the interviewer to create an environment in which this type 

of data gathering is possible. With the assistance of conversational partners, 

the ultimate goal of the responsive interview model is to construct nuanced, 

rich, and complex data that vividly, and sometimes intimately, illustrate 

how interview respondents make sense of and talk about their own social 

worlds. 

Finally, taking its cue from grounded theory, the responsive interview 

model employs a flexible, yet systematic, mode of data analysis.” First con- 

ceptualized by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1967, grounded theory, 

with its inductive approach, seeks to counterbalance the methodological he- 

gemony of deductive analysis in the social sciences.” That is, rather than us- 

ing quantitative techniques to test existing theories, grounded theory posits 

that data itself should supply the building blocks of theory construction. Te- 

nets of grounded theory include the constant comparative method, memo 

writing, and the strict belief that everything, from initial research questions 

to the final theoretical model, should emanate from actual data.* These te- 

nets and several others are all central to data collection and data analysis in 

the responsive interview model. 

PURPOSEFUL/THEORETICAL SAMPLING 

. One of the benefits of the responsive interview model is the possibility of the- 

oretical and purposeful sampling. Although the two techniques are similar 

in application, there are substantive differences between them.” Purposeful 

sampling is similar to theoretical sampling in that they both identify a spe- 

cific subset of the population for study. The primary difference is that while 

purposeful sampling seeks to gain a deeper understanding about the lives, 

experiences, and worldviews of certain individuals, theoretical sampling 

is more concerned with building a general theory about a specific process 

or phenomena.” Ideally, though, both purposeful and theoretical sampling 

identify and recruit a specific group of people who all have the unique abil- 

ity to speak to a particular process or experience. Thus, the data collected 

from these individuals are considered reliable, rich, and relevant to the topic 

at hand. 
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This study had a very explicit focus: to empirically examine how nonwhite 

racialized space affects the social construction of whiteness and white racial 

identity. More specifically, I wanted to explore the way white teachers expe- 

rience, make meaning of, and discuss their own racial identities within pre- 

dominantly black schools. Initially, when I first sought to incorporate non- 

white racialized space into the study of white racial identity, I did not have a 

clear idea about how best to proceed. I spent a considerable amount of time 

brainstorming and trying to come up with a suitable sampling frame that 

could substantively speak to the questions I had about racialized space and 

the social construction of whiteness. At one point, I stared making lists of 

different scenarios, occupations, and other physical spaces that, even if tem- 

porarily, made white people the numerical minority. The initial conceptual- 

ization of this project, specifically in terms of sampling frame, research site, 

and access, was somewhat difficult. 

In thinking through different research possibilities, I recalled Mrs. Wilkes 

and how she talked about race and white racial identity at Capitol Heights. If 

you recall, Mrs. Wilkes believed that being white was a disadvantage and that 

it unfairly limited her overall chances of successfully teaching black students. 

Rather than referring to whiteness in a general sense, Mrs. Wilkes made a 

specific claim about a specific space: a predominantly black school. In her 

telling, white teachers at Capitol Heights were subjected to a localized form 

of racial stigmatism and racialized mistreatment, and it was something that 

they thought about often and openly discussed. From then on, my thoughts 

about this project became increasingly clear. As I learned just how extensive 

the demographic gap between white teachers and nonwhite students was in 

many inner-city schools, I committed to focusing on white teachers in urban 

education. Having settled on a sampling frame, I then turned my attention 

to access. 

RECRUITMENT/SNOWBALL SAMPLING 

To recruit research participants for this project, I employed a snowball sam- 

ple. Snowball sampling, although often done out of convenience, is not nec- 

essarily a convenience sampling technique." According to the late qualitative 

methodologist Bruce Berg, convenience samples rely on “available subjects” 

or “those who are close at hand or easily accessible; while snowball samples 

are a reliable way to “locate subjects with certain attributes or characteristics 

necessary in the study.” At its core, snowball sampling entails the inten- 

tional enlistment of research participants in locating and recruiting addi- 
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tional research participants.”° For me, this process took on a specific form. At 

the conclusion of each interview, I asked my respective interviewees if they 

knew of other white teachers who worked in schools with predominantly 

black student bodies and might be willing to talk about their racialized ex- 

periences. Starting with several personal acquaintances who met the specific 

parameters of my target population, I conducted several rounds of snowball 

sampling, recruiting and ultimately interviewing thirty-two white teachers 

from the Brick City School District: twenty-five women and seven men.” 

The teachers who participated in this study were carefully screened on 

the basis that they all grew up in predominantly white neighborhoods, all 

currently live in predominantly white neighborhoods, and all have predom- 

inantly white social networks. This screening process was designed to en- 

sure that the racialized environments of their respective workplaces— “black 

schools” —were experiential departures from those spaces that shaped the 

bulk of their past and present life experiences. I conducted preliminary 

phone interviews with potential respondents, asking them a series of ques- 

tions about their exposure to, and experiences with, people from different 

racial backgrounds. To varying degrees, the teachers who composed my final 

sample acknowledged having little contact and sparse experiences with racial 

minorities outside of Brick City schools. What’s more, with few exceptions, 

teachers also admitted that the majority of the contact they did have with 

racial minorities was, at best, superficial in nature. Thus, the racial context 

of Brick City schools provided white teachers with a real and meaningful 

departure from what they experienced in almost every other aspect of their 

lives. 

ENTERING THE FIELD 

“But why does it have to be white teachers?” Mr. Davidson, a high school 

math teacher, questioned why I wanted to interview white teachers from the 

BCSD. At the start of our interview, Mr. Davidson displayed a healthy skepti- 

cism, and even suspicion, about the ultimate purpose of my study. Although 

my interviews ended up going well, Mr. Davidson was not the only teacher 

who showed up to our face-to-face meeting with lingering uncertainty. De- 

spite my best efforts, numerous teachers came into the interview with ques- 

tions about why I wanted to speak with them personally. This reality led 

me to reevaluate my recruitment process, especially the content of my ini- 

tial emails and phone conversations. I realized that I needed to be absolutely 

clear about why I was conducting this research and why I specifically wanted 

Methodology and Research Design 171 



to interview white teachers from predominantly black schools. I also real- 

ized that interrogating whiteness, particularly by interviewing white people 

themselves, would take an incredible amount of reflection, reassessment, and 

reflexivity. 

Although there is a considerable literature on the importance of “insider/ 

outsider” status when conducting qualitative research, there is still no con- 

sensus on how best to handle demographic differences between researcher 

and research participant.” As a black man, the process of interviewing white 

teachers—the vast majority of whom were women—about their racial iden- 

tities, was methodologically and experientially challenging.” What's more, 

previous studies have shown that many white people are reluctant or hesitant 

to openly discuss issues of race and racism.” Thus, navigating my outsider 

status, as well as the sensitive topic of white racial identity, proved to be a dif- 

ficult, though not insurmountable, hurdle to clear. In the end, perhaps what 

I learned most from this experience is that when it comes to in-depth inter- 

views—and qualitative fieldwork more broadly—repetition is key. 

As I reached out to potential interviewees, particularly after several teach- 

ers showed up to our interview with lingering questions and concerns, I took 

great care to ensure that both my reason for inquiry and my overall research 

design were presented in a clear and transparent manner. For some, this re- 

quired multiple phone calls, and on two occasions I was specifically asked to 

provide relevant literature on the overall concept of whiteness.” In any in- 

stance where I felt the potential interviewee was troubled or triggered by the 

possibility of opening up and speaking about their racialized experiences, 

I did not pursue a formal interview. Also, when presented with concerns 

during phone conversations, I addressed each of them openly and honestly, 

and if any teacher seemed reluctant to talk during the interview itself, I re- 

minded them that they could halt the interview at any moment for any rea- 

son, no questions asked. Ultimately, this process led to a relatively smooth 

transition from identification to recruitment to interview to analysis. 

DATA ANALYSIS IN THE RESPONSIVE INTERVIEW MODEL 

There are seven steps to data analysis in the responsive interview model. 

First, each interview is transcribed and summarized. Researchers need to 

make sure that each summary includes “the main points expressed, along 

with the name (or the pseudonym) of the interviewee, the time and loca- 

tion of the interview,’ and “the reasons the interviewee was included in the 

study.’ Also, memos with interesting passages and notable quotes should be 
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kept throughout each interview. Second, each interview should be coded for 

“relevant concepts, themes, events, examples, names, places, or dates.”?” Cod- 

ing in the responsive interview model should be rigorous, thoughtful, and 

deliberate. Third, relevant codes should be identified and sorted from across 

a number of interviews, culminating in a single data file and file summary 

of each code. These individual files, while not mutually exclusive, will each 

hold data pertaining to specific concepts, themes, quotes, events, and so on. 

Fourth, the data within each file need to be sorted, resorted, and sum- 

marized. During this step, excerpts between different subgroups should be 

compared to one another, and any similarities or differences should be noted. 

Fifth, after analyzing the original and resorted data files, a picture should 

begin to emerge, sometimes more than one. At this point, different pictures 

should be compared to one another, and it is up to the researchers to weigh 

each of them and determine which one best represents the process or pro- 

cesses under study. Sixth, each composite should be used to generate new 

questions for subsequent interviews, and any additional data should be con- 

trasted, and possibly merged, with the already existing data files. Finally, re- 

searchers, particularly those seeking to generate theory, should determine 

how well their results generalize to other empirical processes. This iterative 

process should be repeated until theoretical saturation is reached. 

As I looked over my raw interview data, countless concepts and themes 

leaped from the pages, forcing me to decide which ones to code and which 

ones to bypass. At first, I decided that I would take my time and code ev- 

ery single concept and theme, thereby exploring every possible picture that 

could be painted by the data. I soon realized that such an approach was un- 

tenable and that even though the data presented numerous options, I, as the 

researcher, would have to make hard choices and decide how best to proceed. 

In fact, as the architects of the responsive interview model themselves note, 

when it comes to the overabundance of concepts and themes in your raw 

interview data, “you cannot code them all, but you want to make sure you 

examine everything in your data that is relevant to your research problem.” 

Following this advice, I focused my coding on those concepts and themes 

that specifically addressed racialized space, white racial identity, and white 

racial discourse. 

My data analysis was a deliberate yet straightforward process. Once I 

completed an interview, I would immediately transcribe and summarize 

it, making sure to include things like age, gender, teaching experience, the 

tone and tenor of the interview, my rapport with the interviewee, and where 

the interview took place. Next I coded each interview, looking for relevant 
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concepts, themes, events, examples, and notable quotations. With each ad- 

ditional interview, I compared and contrasted codes, looking for any simi- 

larities, contradictions, and emergent patterns within the data. Each code, 

spanning multiple interviews, was then given its own data file. I studied the 

content within each file, constantly comparing it to data from old and new 

interview transcriptions. By doing so, I was able to update and improve my 

analysis, incorporating new codes and augmenting old ones based on the 

data. After several rounds of comparing and contrasting codes, I reviewed 

and resorted each individual data file, using the new files to improve my pro- 

tocol for subsequent interviews. I continued this iterative process throughout 

the remainder of my time in the field. 

THEORETICAL SATURATION 

Glenn Bowen describes theoretical saturation—also referred to as data satu- 

ration—as the point “when the researcher gathers data to the point of dimin- 

ishing returns, when nothing new is being added’ He continues, “Theoretical 

saturation, in effect, is the point at which no new insights are obtained, no new 

themes are identified, and no issues arise regarding a category of data’ The- 

oretical saturation is a trademark of grounded theory, which, again, serves as 

one of the foundational pillars of the responsive interview model.” Therefore, 

when working toward saturation, this research followed many of the steps, and 

in some ways took on the appearance, of a grounded theory study. Data col- 

lection and data analysis took place simultaneously, which allowed for a cycli- 

cal process of fieldwork informing analysis and analysis informing fieldwork. 

With this methodological and analytical framework in mind, my ultimate goal 

was to get to the point where each additional interview provided no new in- 

sight about the impact of racialized space on white racial identity. 

Aside from the introductory questions that were designed to build rap- 

port, the only standardized aspect of my interview protocol was the section 

that pertained to white racial awareness. Beyond that, each version of my 

protocol, and thus each interview, was predicated on a combination of prior 

data analysis and the contemporaneous interview itself. While all but my first 

interviews were influenced by those that came before, I made sure that each 

individual interview retained a certain amount of sovereignty, owing both 

to the general structure and corresponding flexibility of the responsive in- 

terview model.” This methodological design led to a superfluity of unstruc- 

tured data. These data were similar enough that, after just a handful of in- 

terviews, a composite picture began to emerge, yet distinct enough that each 
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additional interview provided new concepts and themes to incorporate into 

my overall analysis. After several dozen interviews, this latter point became 

less and less pronounced. Thus, I tempered the pace at which I sought new 

interviewees from the Brick City School District. 

I spent close to two years sifting through over a thousand pages, including 

interview transcriptions, interview notes, file summaries, file resummaries, 

and summary memos. I analyzed various codes, excerpts, concepts, themes, 

and notable quotations—both within and across interviews—and during 

this time several composites began to emerge. I recognized early on that the 

concept of white racelessness did not hold within Brick City Schools and that 

neither age nor gender, years of experience nor political ideology did much 

to alter the development and expression of localized racial identities. Also, as 

my fieldwork progressed, the themes of white racial victimization, colorblind 

discourse, and postracial politics permeated my interview data, leading to a 

more complete and thematically sound picture. As this particular composite 

continued to evolve, I integrated its core elements into my interview proto- 

col and tested it against new data. Initially, this iterative process yielded new 

insights and took my analysis in new directions, but as my interview total 

increased, each additional teacher yielded little to no new information. After 

interviewing thirty-two teachers, I reached theoretical saturation and for- 

mally exited the field. 

REFLECTION AND REFLEXIVITY 

In social scientific inquiry, there necessarily exists a critical interplay be- 

tween various research methodologies, structures of power, and the demo- 

graphic identities of researchers and research participants.” Historically and 

today, sociologists and other social scientists have routinely influenced—and 

have been influenced by—the cultural, political, and economic contexts in 

which they carried out their work.” Although time and maturity have, to a 

certain degree, mitigated these processes, it remains true that the “social” in 

social science cannot be neatly separated from the “social” in social context 

or the “social” in social interaction.** Therefore, demographic variation be- 

tween researcher and respondent, particularly within a stratified society, can 

be just as integral to the research process as the collection, analysis, and dis- 

semination of data.*° This reality did not escape me as I repeatedly sat down 

to conduct interviews with people who (1) looked nothing like me, and (2) 

had substantially different backgrounds, life experiences, and, in many cases, 

worldviews. 
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Interracial discussions of race and racial identity are fraught with possi- 

bilities of consternation and confrontation.*° A racial and cultural mismatch 

will sometimes, though not inevitably, lead to a genuine miscommunication 

about sensitive subject matter.” The same is true for gender.** With these and 

other adverse possibilities casting a shadow over the entire interview process, 

I was pleasantly surprised by the fruitfulness of my initial set of interviews. 

On meeting up with interviewees, I never dove right into the interview; in- 

stead I took some time to just talk and relieve any lingering tension. Thus, 

between preinterview phone conversations and rapport-building dialogue, 

I spent a considerable amount of time working to assuage the doubts and 

concerns of every teacher who participated in this study. From both a meth- 

odological and a substantive standpoint, this strategy paid off, as the vast 

majority of conversational partners—even after an initial bit of reluctance— 

opened up about their thoughts, feelings, and experiences in illuminating, 

and at times emotional, ways. 

For my part, I stayed true to the responsive interview model, never stray- 

ing too far from its core methods and procedures. My questions not only 

were designed to invoke thinking but also were delivered in a welcoming, 

nonthreatening, and nonconfrontational manner. Furthermore, moving be- 

yond the responsive interview model and thinking about qualitative meth- 

ods more broadly, self-reflection and reflexivity are of the utmost impor- 

tance. Both self-reflection and reflexivity were instrumental throughout my 

time in the field, as the sensitive subject matter of race, whiteness, and white 

racial identity yielded numerous answers that, for an African American man, 

had the potential to be very upsetting. Wittingly or unwittingly, teachers 

routinely expressed their belief in racial stereotypes, and on multiple occa- 

sions, they made statements about racial inequality that were simply not true. 

Through it all, I remained calm, kept my composure, and monitored my re- 

actions accordingly. At no time did I break from my cordial and respectful 

demeanor, not even when made to listen to dehumanizing and hurtful ste- 

reotypes about African Americans and other people of color.” 

Although initially it was somewhat difficult to fully digest the litany of 

racialized statements, racial stereotypes, and, on several occasions, outright 

racism expressed by white Brick City teachers, I did find that it became easier 

over time. Because data collection and data analysis in the responsive inter- 

view model occur simultaneously, I was constantly engaging with interview 

data in real time, a process that allowed me to become more accustomed to, 

and better prepared for, the possibility of racially inflammatory discourse. 

Also, I constantly reminded myself that I chose this project. Nobody forced 
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me to study race, nor did anyone demand that I investigate whiteness. These 

were choices that I made of my own volition, and if the subject matter was 

too much for me to handle, then I had no business taking on such an en- 

deavor. Finally, throughout the entire process of identification and recruit- 

ment, I repeatedly stressed to my conversational partners that I wanted them 

to open up and be honest with me. Therefore, it would have been unethical— 

and quite frankly unfair—for me to then turn around and chastise or oth- 

_ erwise judge them upon their doing so. Thus, self-reflection and reflexivity 

kept me grounded while navigating the fraught, stressful, and potentially tu- 

multuous terrain of mixed-race, mixed-gender fieldwork. 
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SOCIOLOGY EDUCATION’ CRITICAL ETHNIC STUDIES 

In Whiteness Interrupted Marcus Bell presents a revealing portrait of white 

teachers in majority-black schools in which he examines the limitations of un- 

derstandings of how white racial identity is formed. Through in-depth inter- 

views with dozens of white teachers from a racially segregated, urban school 

district in Upstate New York, Bell outlines how whiteness is constructed based 

on localized interactions and takes a different form in predominantly black 

spaces. He finds that in response to racial stress in a difficult teaching environ- 

ment, white teachers conceptualized whiteness as a stigmatized category pred- 

icated on white victimization. When discussing race outside majority-black 

spaces, Bell’s subjects characterized American society as postracial, in which 

race seldom affects outcomes. Conversely, in discussing their experiences with- 

in predominantly black spaces, they rejected the idea of white privilege, often 

angrily, and instead focused on what they saw as the racial privilege of black- 

ness. Throughout, Bell underscores the significance of white victimization nar- 

ratives in black spaces and their repercussions as the United States becomes a 

majority-minority society. 

“Whiteness Interrupted makes a crucial intervention by showing how whites 

are racialized when they are the minority. Marcus Bell’s examination of white 

teachers in black schools raises important questions about racial asymmetry in 

all its forms. Framing the construction of race around spatial negotiation inter- 

rupts the theorizing of whiteness in much-needed ways.’—FREEDEN BLUME 

OEuUR, author of Black Boys Apart: Racial Uplift and Respectability in All-Male 

Public Schools 

“A rich and insightful book, Whiteness Interrupted is an original contribution 

that will impact numerous disciplines—sociology, black studies, ethnic studies, 

whiteness studies, and education—while also appealing to a broader readership 

interested in the formation of racial identity”—vicToR M. R10s, author of 

Human Targets: Schools, Police, and the Criminalization of Latino Youth 
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